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De Tortmous Rosa to Peace 


His left hand resting on an old family Bible, his 
right hemd raised in the air, swearing to “pre- 
serve, protect and defend the Constitution.” on 
January 20, 1969, Richard Milhous Nixon became 
the thirty-seventh president of the United States. 
The inauguration, perhaps more than the elec- 
fion, was the true celebration of American de- 
mocracy. The joining of both former emd future 
presidents on the dais, the presence of the chief 
justice of the United States as presiding officer, 
and the oath of office itself all emphasized conti- 
nuity rather than interruption in the tremsition be- 
tween administrations. And so, on Jemuary 20, 
1969, along with Lyndon Johnson's Air Force-] 
jet and Lyndon Johnson's presidential yacht and 
== Lyndon Johnson's White House, Richard Nixon 











Not that he wemted to. Elected to office on No- 
m ber 5, claiming to have a "secret plan to end 
wear," Nixon well knew that his political future 











could hinge on preventing Johnson's war from becoming 
Nixon's war. To achieve that goal, planning could not be 
delayed until January 20. Many of the most important de- 
cisions of his term in office would have to be made during 
the ten-week transition period between the election and 
the inauguration. More than any other factor, the men he 
chose to be his senior foreign policy advisers would deter- 
mine how Richard Nixon would handle the legacy of 
Lyndon Johnson's war. 


Transitions 


| Far away from network telecasts, the men of the 9th Ma- 
| rines heard about Richard Nixon's election in their home 
| at Vandegrift combat base in the far northwestern corner 
of Quang Tri Province. Although separated by 12,000 
miles, Captain David F. Winecoff, commander of Hotel 
Company, 2d Battalion, 9th Marines, 3d Marine Division, 
like his commander in chief-elect, faced a trying transition 
period of his own during December and January. 

In mid-December, the one-year tour of duty for a full 
one-third of his company ended, "most of them fire team 
leaders and every squad leader.” Fortunately, his battal- 
ion commander gave him an opportunity to prepare his 
new soldiers’ transition. Hotel Company was assigned se- 
| curity duty at Fire Support Base Cates, where “the people 

who were going to have to run the squads and fire team 

leaders got some training in.” Captain Winecoff liked to 
| create a “family environment" within his company. Re- 
membering his own experience attending three different 
high schools in three years, he believed it "a real duty to 
think the new men were in culture shock . . . and would 
have a hard time dealing with where they were." The two 
weeks at Cates gave him an opportunity to orient his new 
men to the reality of combat in Vietnam. 

At the end of December Winecoff's entire battalion re- 
ceived em unusual treat, three days of R & R in the village 
of Cua Viet, located on the ocean, just south of the DMZ. "Tt 
was a picnic environment," Winecoff observed. “My 
strongest memory was going barefoot in a swimming suit 
with a T-shirt on." But Winecoff interrupted his company's 
three days of swimming, movies, and USO shows with a 
| special class of his own. Aware of his men's inexperience 

and mindful that his own military schooling had not up- 
dated ambush tactics since the Korean War, Winecoff or- 
ganized his own informal ambush class. “Right there at 
| Cua Viet,” he recalls, “I thought it was that important.” A 
| few weeks later, history would vindicate his decision. 
| On January 2, the 2d Battalion, 9th Marines, returned to 
| combat for Operation Dawson River South. But Company 
| H had only one cont 





act with the enemy during the sixteen- 
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day operation. Just as well. “This was a real good shake- 
down cruise,” Winecoff thought. “We found a lot of gear, 
we got practice on spot reporting, the new squad leaders 
got practice leading squads. . . . We got a lot of bugs 
shaken out.” On January 19, the men returned to Van- 
degrift. The next day was Richard Nixon's inauguration. 

* * * * 

Well before that event, Richard Nixon flew to Key Bis- 
cayne, Florida, on the day after his election for a post- 
campaign rest. Staying ai the home of Florida senator 
George Smathers, Nixon spent a quiet week with intimate 
friends. On Saturday another old friend, one-time running 
mate Henry Cabot Lodge, arrived for consultations. Little 
was said to the press except that the president-elect had 
"special assignments" in mind for Lodge. Eight weeks 
later Nixon announced that Lodge would be his chief ne- 
gotiator at the Paris peace talks. 

Nixon spent the next two weeks shuttling between Key 
Biscayne and New York, ending up in New York on 
Thursday, November 21. Now established at the Hotel 
Pierre, an exclusive luxury hotel on Fifth Avenue, Nixon 
awaited some of his most important visitors. 

Early on Monday afternoon, November 25, an unlikely 
figure stepped out from a black limousine that regularly 
brought dignitaries to the Pierre. A senior professor in 
Harvard University’s Department of Government, a con- 
tributor to that prestigious bastion of "Eastern liberalism," 
the Council on Foreign Relations, a protégé of New York 
governor Nelson Rockefeller, Henry Kissinger seemed to 
be a figure more likely to emerge out of the “best and 
brightest" of John Kennedy's New Frontier than from Rich- 
ard Nixon's New Federalism. His ambitions disappointed 
when Rockefeller was denied the Republican presidential 
nomination, Kissinger now found himself with a second 
chance to reach the upper levels of national power. 

His discussion with Nixon was a remarkable one for 
transition period politics. Not so much the substance of for- 
eign policy, but its theories amd methods were the topic of 
conversation. The two men, so outwardly different, had 
each found a kindred spirit. The one from his study of his- 
tory, the other from his temperament and practical expe- 
rience, agreed that the formulation of foreign policy must 
be tightly controlled and centrally directed. The influence 
of the career bureaucrats must be neutralized. Careful 
timing and utmost secrecy were the true friends of the 
statesman and diplomat. Their discussion was in- 
vigorating, even engrossing. So much so, that after Kissin- 
ger left his hotel room Nixon suddenly remembered that 
he had failed to offer Kissinger a job. But one week later 
Nixon and Kissinger met again, this time before the na- 
tional press, to announce that Dr. Henry Kissinger would 
be the president's assistant for national security affairs. 
The New York Times duly endorsed the selection on its 
editorial page. The only discomfort expressed by James 
Reston was that it was “odd” that the national security ad- 
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The CH-46 Sea Knight added greatly to the marines‘ mobility after 1968. Here the command post of the 5th Marines, Ist Marine 
Division, is resupplied by one of the giant helicopters. 
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| viser should be appointed before either the secretary of 
state or defense. “This may lead to some friction,” the 
Times's major political columnist noted. 

In the next few weeks Nixon announced other important 
appointments. In mid-December he presented his entire 
cabinet to the American public. Melvin Laird, a congress- 
man from Wisconsin, would become secretary of defense, 
and William Rogers, attorney general in the Eisenhower 
administration, secretary of state. With his new foreign 
policy team in place, Nixon began to meet more formally 
with his advisers. On December 28, he requested that a 
full review of America's Vietnam policy be ready by Inau- 

. guration Day. After spending New Year's Day at the Rose 
Bowl, Nixon rounded out his foreign policy appointments, 
naming Elliot Richardson undersecretary of state while re- 

. turning Ellsworth Bunker as ambassador in Saigon. 

With the bulk of his appointments made, Nixon turned 

' his attention to his inaugural address, breaking his routine 
to view the Super Bowl on January 12. That week he en- 
dorsed the compromise seating arrangement worked out 
by the Johnson administration at Paris, which gave prom- 
ise of breaking the stalemate in negotiations. On Sunday, 

| January 19, he flew to Washington and conferred with Kis- 
singer and Lodge. The next day he would take the oath of 
office and assume the burden of the presidency. 

Addressing the nation and his "fellow citizens of the 
world community," Richard Nixon delivered his inaugural 
address entitled, "Forward Together." "We are caught," 
he exclaimed, "in war, wanting peace. We're torn by divi- 
sion, wanting unity. We see around us empty lives, want- 
ing fulfillment." The New York Times labeled his talk "a 
promise to search for peace." "The greatest honor history 
can bestow is the title of peacemaker," the new president 
stated. "This honor now beckons America." It was an 
honor that America deeply desired. But the fine print was 

| there as well: "I know that peace does not come through 

| wishing for it—that there is no substitute for days and even 
| years of patient and prolonged diplomacy." For the one- 
| half million American servicemen fighting in Vietnam 
| those "days and years of patient and prolonged diplo- 
| macy” meant more war. On January 20, 1969, even as 

President Nixon addressed the nation on his promise of 

peace, Captain Winecoff's Hotel Company, 2d Battalion, 
| 9th Marines, prepared for Operation Dewey Canyon. 


The marines’ new look 


| All along the DMZ one could see the change. For 1969, the 

| marines had adopted a new look. Trading in their stan- 

| dard olive drab uniforms, the combat troops of the 3d Ma- 
rine Division now displayed new camouflage utilities of 
shaded yellows and greens. Even the buttoned fly had 
been replaced by a modern zipper. “That ought to keep 

| out the leeches,” one corporal observed approvingly. 

' Less visible, but of far greater importance, was the new 
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tactical look that some army and marine commanders 
were showing. Under Lieutenant General William B. Ros- 
son's leadership as Provisional Corps commander, the 
army's lst Cavalry (Airmobile) and 10]st Airborne (Air- 
mobile) divisions had gradually increased their mobility 
and the breadth of their operations, penetrating areas 
heretofore avoided by American ground troops. As for the 
marines, by late 1969 a sharp division of responsibility 
had emerged between the divisions in I Corps. The 1st Di- 
vision, headquartered along the coast near Da Nang, con- 
tinued to fight the guerrilla struggle in that heavily popu- 
lated region. The 3d Division, stretched out along the DMZ, 
was fighting a quasiconventional war against NVA regu- 
lars in the sparsely populated hills of northern South Viet- 
nam. Just as the border clashes of late 1967 and 1968 were 
ending, the 3d Division received a new commander, a 
man destined to become one of the most respected marine 
generals of the war, a Medal of Honor winner in Korea 
and a decisive leader, Major General Raymond A. Davis. 

Davis arrived in June. He immediately set out to provide 
his division with an airmobility that heretofore had eluded 
the marines but had long characterized such army divi- 
sions as the Ist Air Cav and the 101st Airborne. Davis had 
come at a propitious moment. The 3d had been plagued 
throughout 1967 and much of 1968 by a lack of helicopters. 
They also had experienced severe mechanical problems 
with the large CH-46 helicopters required to move vast 
numbers of troops and heavy weapons. But Davis found 
that "our resources were finally fully generated. We had 
all new 46s which gave much better lift capability and the 
gunships were coming in, in serious numbers.” 

The new helicopters were an essential prerequisite. But 
perhaps more important were changes in Saigon. Davis 
took over the 3d Division almost immediately after Gen- 
eral Creighton Abrams had replaced William Westmore- 
land as MACV commander. In his previous assignment as 
deputy commander of Provisional Corps in I Corps, Davis 
had watched, with a dismay shared by many marines, the 
reinforcement of troops along the DMZ ordered by West- 
moreland. Westmoreland, Davis said, “was trying to 
maintain control of these outlying areas with fixed posi- 
tions. He was determined to keep up forces out there in 
somewhat of a blocking position, although the forces were 
so immobile they did little blocking." Abrams was less in- 
tent on maintaining these positions and gave quick ap- 
proval to Davis's decision to redeploy many of the troops 
based along the DMZ. "There is no question that the 
Abrams approach was different,” Davis concluded. 

Seizing the opportunity, Davis made uncharacteristically 
rapid changes: 


I had always moved into new jobs on an idea of not trying to dis- 
turb things too quickly, but when I arrived at Dong Ha [Third Di- 
vision headquarters], I determined that we were not going to try 
to fight that kind of war. It took me three hours to assemble 
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PFC Albert O. Covington, Cpl. Lester L. Reardon, and Cpl. 


James B. Taylor (right to left), a 





ll of the 3d [TUNER polisler, 


carry NVA antiaircraft guns removed from an enemy ammunitions cache discovered while on patrol. 


people and reduce those battalion positions down to company 
positions. It was that much of a concern of mine that we had our 
force immobilized in all those positions. 


By reducing the DMZ "strong-points" from battalion to 
company size, Davis was able to free the troops he re- 
quired to carry out his airmobile tactics. 

In his capacity as deputy commander of Prov Corp un- 
der General Rosson, Davis was able to experiment with 
what General Westmoreland had in mind when he estab- 
lished the command in northern I Corps: a cross-tertiliza- 
tion of army and marine practices. When he was given 
command of the 3d Division, Davis found the opportunity 
to spread Rosson's tactics to the marines and add his own 
touches. Davis did not improvise new tactics; he agreed 
that his were "very similar” to those employed by the 
army airmobile divisions. Rather he combined them in a 
new manner to create his own distinctive concept of oper- 
ations. Davis described his concept as “more extensive, 
more broad-based, a heavier commitment for a longer 
period.” 

He began with a more extensive reconnaissance and 
intelligence plan. Davis had a great deal of prior expe- 
rience as an intelligence analyst, which gave him a head 
start in sifting through the "wheel-barrels full" of informa- 








tion gleaned from "line crosses, agents, double agents, 
electronic sources and communications intercept sources.” 
But rather than rely heavily on his own judgment, Davis 
employed an “extensive reconnaissance effort—little four- 
man teams—throughout the mountains.” Organizing sixty 
recon teams, Davis ordered that twenty of them be in the 
field at all times. The major innovation, according to 
Davis, of his reconnaissance effort was that “the whole 
basis was stealth.” Unlike the common practice under "re- 
connaissance in force” and “long-range reconnaissance 
patrols,” no effort was made to engage the enemy or call 
in reinforcements if the enemy was found. 

Davis made this change because he designed his oper- 
ations not so much to pin down and destroy enemy forces 
as to disrupt and destroy their logistics system. Since sup- 
plies were less "mobile" than enemy troops, he could af- 
ford to wait before acting on intelligence, with confidence 
that the supply caches would still be where they had been 
originally found. Davis was pleased with the results: He 


felt that his division had been able to “ferret out” the | 


enemy's logistical system in its area of operations. 


Even with this extensive reconnaissance effort, Davis | 
believed that operations had to unfold slowly. His oper- | 


ations were, in his opinion, “more deliberate, methodical 
and prolonged, even though, in some cases, bolder . . .” 


1] 








than previous army and marine efforts. The entire area of 
operations had to be thoroughly searched. If a logistical 
| depot was found in one location, it was likely that others 
were near it. Always there was the danger that enemy 
| troops might be nearby. Above all, Davis relied on more 
| extensive foot patrolling than did army airmobile units. 
| There is a saying that the marines use helicopters as 
"ships”—to get to the battlefield—while the army uses heli- 
copiers as "horses’—to move around the battlefield. 
Davis's concept of operations bore this distinction out. Un- 
der Davis's use of airmobility, the marines would advance 
| slowly into the mountains with CH-46 helicopters first 
| bringing artillery and ground troops to establish firebases 
on the edges of the operational area. These bases were 
constructed to provide overlapping “artillery fans,” a com- 
mon practice, so that none of the area was beyond the 
reach of artillery protection from at least one firebase. 
From there marine rifle squads, even entire battalions, 
would march on foot to search the area thoroughly, slowly 
| moving to the edge of artillery protection. Then a second 
| phase would follow, including the construction of new fire- 
| bases and permitting a deeper penetration of the oper- 
ational area. Slowly, methodically, largely on foot, but 
never beyond the protection of artillery fans, additional 
phases could be carried out until the entire operational 
area had been searched for enemy logistical bases. 

Of all of the 3d Marine operations under Davis's com- 
mand, none achieved such great success—or generated so 
much controversy—as Dewey Canyon, initiated on Inau- 
guration Day, 1969. The operation was preceded by the 
usual careful on-the-ground intelligence provided by re- 
con teams. Division intelligence concluded that the enemy 
was initiating a large logistical build-up in its Base Area 
611, which straddled the Vietnamese-Laotian border just 
north of the A Shau Valley and south of the Da Krong 
River. North Vietnamese Army engineers were reopening 
a number of major infiltration routes and vehicular traffic 
experienced a “dramatic surge.” The number of trucks 
sighted along the major routes doubled in early January, 
reaching more than 1,000 a day at times. Enemy forces 
identified in the area included elements of the 6th NVA 
Regiment, 9th NVA Regiment, 65th Artillery Regiment, and 
the 83d Engineer Regiment-all support and replacement 
units rather thon regular combat troops. More than three- 
quarters of the base area was believed to lie in Laos, 
| along Route 922. This route later joined Route 548 to pro- 
vide easy access for the NVA into the Da Nang-Hue 
coastal region. Mindful of the experiences of just one year 
| earlier, Davis feared that the logistical build-up in Base 

Area 611 was a prelude to another Tet attack on the 
coastal cities. In a major departure from most earlier 
| American efforts, the target of Dewey Canyon was enemy 
| logistics, not enemy forces. “There was no [enemy com- 
bat] force down there,” said Davis. "We knew that. Our pri- 
mary target was to go in and ferret out this system—with- 
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out any thought that there was a major force down there.” 

When the men of Captain David Winecolf's Company 
H returned to Vandegrift combat base on January 19, they 
found the 9th Marines already deeply involved in pre- 
paring for Dewey Canyon (see map, page 18). “There 
were all sorts of secret labels on everything. They were 
trying to keep the troops from knowing what was going on 
until we were actually in the area of operation.” Wine- 
coff's suspicion that this was going to be something special 
was confirmed by his intelligence briefing: “This was the 
first operation where we really felt good about the in- 
telligence we had ... down to the infantry company level.” 

Responsibility lor the careful planning of the operation 
belonged to the commander of the 9th Marines, Colonel 
Robert H. Barrow. Barrow confronted some unique prob- 
lems, including “the location, which was inhospitable: 
mountainous jungle terrain ... very close proximity to 
Laos, which was a sanctuary, of course. It was a great 
distance from any support base, necessitating a rather 
significant helicopter support operation because the num- 
bers of people involved were substantial.” Above all, Bar- 
row confronted poor weather conditions, which seriously 
hampered helicopter operations. 





The 9th Marines on the move 





Employing General Davis's tactical innovations, Barrow 
began the operation on January 20 by reopening two pre- 
viously used marine fire support bases, Shiloh and Tun 
Tavern. Using them as a jumping-off point, Barrow or- 
dered his 2d Battalion into the northernmost portion of the 
area of operations two days later to establish a new FSB, 
Razor. Captain Winecoff's Company H was assigned the 
task of clearing the triple-canopied high ground to estab- 
lish Razor. He quickly faced the problems of in- 
experienced troops. "We immediately proceeded to bust 
about 50 to 60 percent of our axes before we found a few 
people that knew how to swing an ax.” But with the help 
of the battalion engineers, the FSB was completed on 
schedule, permitting a rapid build-up of forces. Within 
two days over 1,500 marines, forty-six tons of cargo, and a 
battery of 105mm howitzers were in place on Razor. 

Proceeding according to plan, another battalion, this 
time the 3/9, began construction of another FSB, Cunning- 
ham, about six kilometers farther south. With five fire- 
bases, including the previously opened FSB Henderson 
now offering overlapping artillery support, the 9th Ma- 
rines initiated Phase II on January 24. The 2d and 3d bat- 
talions led off, the 2/9 on the far west near the Laotian 
border and the 3/9 on the eastern flank. Their objective 
was to search the area thoroughly and to construct an ad- 
ditional FSB, Erskine, another five kilometers to the south. 
When the 1st Battalion was inserted into the middle area, 
between the 2d and 3d, the marines proceeded southward 
in three columns, each two to three kilometers apart. 


The principal territorial objective of the marines was Co 
Ka Leuye, Hill 1,175, a small promontory near the southern 
edge of the operational area. Captain Daniel A. Hitzelbur- 
ger's Company G, 2d Battalion, drew the assignment of 
searching the hill. Confronted by slopes averaging up to 
seventy-five degrees, the company experienced difficult 
going. Hitzelburger's men had negotiated 500 meters on 
their first day on the hill, experiencing only a brief skir- 
mish with a few NVA soldiers. Late that day an obstacle 
appeared—bad weather. The ever-present drizzle and fog 
were followed by heavy rains, turning the red Vietnamese 
earth to mush. Still, Company G achieved its objective. 

To the enemy, bad weather was an ally, for it grounded 
most American air attacks and reconnaissance flights. On 
February 2, the NVA began shelling FSB Cunningham 
with large 122mm cannons positioned in Laos. One direct 
hit on the artillery battery's fire direction center killed five 
marines. 

The bad weather continued on February 3, the fourth 
consecutive day, and Colonel Barrow was now faced with 
a difficult question. Was the regiment overextended? 





Should the operation be canceled? Razor and Cunning- 
ham were well stocked with rations and small-arms am- 
munition, but artillery ammunition was running low, and 
bad weather precluded any reliable resupply. Barrow de- 
cided to bide his time. He ordered his battalions to pull in 
and remain close to the FSBs where they could be easily 
supported. Following these orders, Company G began a 
descent from Hill 1,175 on February 5. 

As the marines began retracing their steps, the point 
squad spotied three NVA soldiers. Hitzelburger sent out a 
small patrol to check the area more thoroughly. Suddenly, 
his men were ambushed. A stream of enemy fire halted 
both the 2d and 3d platoons. Hitzelburger ordered his Ist 
Platoon to swing through a ravine in order to attack the 
enemy's left flank, thus enabling the 3d Platoon to break 
through enemy fire and eventually consolidate the coin- 
pany's position. Five marines were killed and eighteen 
wounded in the ambush. During the battle Lance Corpo- 
ral Thomas P. Noonan, Jr., rescued a seriously wounded 
fellow marine before being mortally wounded himself. He 
was posthumously awarded the Medal of Honor. 


Razor is operational. The 105mm howitzers of newly AE Fire uae Be m lire toward e FUN nues 
Dewey Canyon. 











| A casualty of 

| Dewey Canyon. 
Marine Corporal 

| Fred E. Kelso of 

| Company L, 2/9 

Marines, gets a 

light after sustain- 

ing a wound when 

his company was 

attacked by NVA 

| sappers at FSB Cun- 

| ningham. 





| The following day a relief company of the 2/9 met up 
| with Company G. After a treacherous descent in which 
| the wounded were lowered by rope down the face of the 
| steep cliff, Company G arrived at LZ Dallas on February 
8. Battalion commander Lieutenant Colonel George C. 
Fox immediately went to visit the company. “They were 
| smiling and laughing. Their clothes were torn, and in 
| some cases completely off of them, but they were ready for 
| a fight,” he later noted. 
| Nearly two weeks of bad weather cost the regiment its 
| momentum ond permitted the enemy to gauge more accu- 
| rately the marines’ intention. When the weather broke on 
| February 10, Colonel Barrow occupied FSB Erskine in force 
| and moved his command post from Razor to Cunningham, 
setting the stage for the final phase of the operation. 


| Phase TE — 


| Early on February 11, the 3d Battalion crossed the Da 
Krong River, followed by the 1/9 and 2/9 the next morn- 
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ing. Continuing the plan interrupted by poor weather, the 
3d Battalion operated on the eastern flank, the 2d on the 
far west near the Laotian border, with the 1st holding the 
middle ground. Each battalion made immediate contact 
with the enemy, with the lst thwarting a planned NVA 
raid on FSB Erskine. With the help of the overlapping ar- 
tillery fires, the 1/9 claimed twenty-five enemy KIAs. 

The heaviest fighting of the operation took place from 
February 18 to February 22, in the sector of the Ist Battal- 
ion. On the morning of the eighteenth, Companies A and 
C met heavy resistance near the Laotian border, but each 
claimed thirty enemy dead that day. Two days later, Com- 
pany C pressed its attack against a heavily fortified NVA 
hilltop bunker. Relying primarily on air strikes and na- 
palm drops within 500 meters of friendly positions, Com- 
pany C was able to take the hill. They found a bonanza, 
capturing two Soviet-made 122mm field guns, the largest 
yet captured in the war. One of them was put proudly on 
display at the marine base in Quantico, Virgina. 

The capture of the two heavy guns and the subsequent 


withdrawal of the enemy force across the border into Laos 
underscored a problem that had threatened Dewey Can- 
yon from the very beginning. General Davis's recon teams 
had discovered substantial caches of enemy supplies in 
the craters left by American bombs—a convenient storage 
space for the NVA. Davis assumed that the craters on the 
Laotian side of the border would be equally well stocked. 
As early as February 2, Davis had requested that his men 
be permitted to cross the border, arguing that “a raid by a 
force of two battalions could be launched quickly and ef- 
fectively to cut [Route] 922 and moving rapidly back to the 
east to destroy artillery forces and other forces and instal- 
lations which threaten us.” Prevailing rules of engagement 
permitted such cross-border activity only “in exercise of 
the right of self-defense against enemy attacks.” Davis 
later acknowledged that this would have been “purely a 
logistics hunt. . . . This would have been an overt invasion 
and I could understand why the politicians would be nerv- 
ous." In the end, Davis's first request was shelved. 

But two-and-one-halí weeks later the situation 
changed, especially for the men in Captain Winecolf's 
Company H of the 2/9. On February 20, they found them- 
selves sitting on a ridge directly overlooking Route 922 in 
Laos. The men watched as a stream of tracked vehicles 
passed within their view. Captain Winecoff later de- 
scribed his company's mood: 

The company, of course, was talking about "Let's get down on 
that road and do some ambushing.” I don't think they really 
thought that they were going to let us go over into Laos. 


Winecoff reported the enemy movements, and artillery 
and air strikes attempted to pinpoint the enemy locations, 
but it was "difficult to zero in on movement" and the strikes 
were unable to knock out the moving convoys. 

At that moment senior marine officers were considering 
more drastic action. Apprised of the situation, Lieutenant 
General Robert E. Cushman, commander of III MAF, for- 
warded to General Abrams at MACV headquarters in 
Saigon a request for permission to mount a limited raid 
into the heart of enemy Base Area 611, up to five kilome- 
ters inside the Laotian border. 

Colonel Barrow, from his vantage point at FSB Cun- 

ningham, did not feel that he could wait for a reply. 
It was becoming increasingly critical! to what we were doing. 
The combination of what I would characterize as military neces- 
sity and opportunity came at the same time. We were a matter of 
a few hundred yards from this road. And the trucks are using 
this thing, and they're probably resupplying. I personally imme- 
diately saw the opportunity to do something. l'm protecting my 
forces. U.S. Marine casualties and all these sorts of things are 
tied up in it. The political implications of going into Laos are 
pretty unimportant to me at that point. So I said, "Do it!“ 

Fearing a fatal delay if he awaited permission to cross 
the border, Barrow did not inform his immediate superi- 
ors. “Now there was a little chicanery, or whatever else 
you want to call it,” he later admitted. Assuming personal 


responsibility for his orders, Barrow ordered Captain | 
Winecoff to cross the border and establish an ambush site | 


along Route 922. Recognizing that he might well be plac- 
ing his career in jeopardy, Barrow recalled thinking that 


he was “willing to pay whatever price as a consequence. | 


But it was the right thing to do. I don't regret having done 
it a damn bit.” 
Early on the afternoon of February 21, Captain Wine- 


coff received Barrow's secret order, taking “almost an | 


hour to decode it" Captain Winecoff recalled his 


reactions: 


This was a little bit of a shock because I had one platoon that 
was extremely tired that I hadn't had on a patrolling mission that 
day and I had the other two platoons which were pretty tired out 
on patrol. And to take a company out on patrol that night when it 


meant night movement and with the specific instruction to be | 
back in Vietnam at 0630 the next morning is kind of a hard order | 


to digest. 





Winecoff responded with a message seeking a twenty- | 


four-hour delay. The reply left little room for doubt: “Go 
ahead with the mission . . . there's very good reasons for 


this mission which we can't go into now, but it's vital that | 


you get down and interdict Route 922 tonight.” 

Having wasted more than two hours with the messages, 
Winecoff found himself pressed for time. Both the lack of 
time and of suitable terrain prohibited what good lead- 
ership required: a well-planned rehearsal. He and his 
men would have to hope that they had learned their les- 
son well during “ambush class” at Cua Viet. 


Across the border 


Around four-thirty in the afternoon, Winecoff and his men 
began the descent down a small trail where the company 


rendezvoused with his 2d Platoon. At six, he briefed his | 


company: 


I spent a lot of time emphasizing the fact that we had to keep in- 
dividuals closed up and how easy it was in the dark to think the 
person ahead of you had stopped, [and it] didn't take but a few 
feet for him to move out of hearing range. ... I emphasized, also, 
repeatedly, that in an ambush, nine-tenths of them are not suc- 
cessful because the ambush is prematurely set off. 


He informed the company that he alone would trigger the 
ambush by detonating a claymore mine. Just after dark, 
Winecoff moved his men toward the ambush site. The 
sound of a small running stream muffled their noise. 
Around ten, he sent out a small recon team to scout the ac- 
tual site. In their absence, a small convoy of NVA trucks 
crept by along the road, but the ambush was not yet set. 
Moving the company as close as twenty-five meters off the 
road, Winecoff kept his men in a tight line rather than es- 
tablishing a perimeter that might reveal their location. 
Shortly after 1:00 a.m., a single NVA soldier appeared, 
walking down the road, shooting his AK47. Winecoff de- 


15 


cided that he “didn’t want to bag one NVA soldier” and 
passed the word "to let this dude walk through the killing 
zone.” Similarly, he let a single truck pass. Remembering 
that his orders stated that “there were good reasons for 
this ambush,” Winecoff was hoping for a bigger catch. 

Finally, at about two-thirty, he heard the sound of 
trucks approaching the ambush site. Moving very cau- 
tiously, the first vehicle rounded the bend into the killing 
zone, but Winecoff waited for a second vehicle to ap- 
proach. The two lead vehicles both turned off their lights, 

| but when a third set of lights appeared, Winecoff deto- 

| nated the claymore. After a delay that “seemed like half a 
minute” but was probably only a few seconds, his men 
opened fire. “We probably fired the ambush a little bit 
longer than we needed to but everybody had been wait- 
ing a long time and the excitement was keen.” 

Fearing that an enemy force might respond to the 
sound of the explosions, Winecoff took time only for a 
quick search of the killing zone. Still, he determined that 

| all three trucks and their loads of enemy small arms and 
| ammunition had been destroyed. He then ordered a “left 
| face,” and his company retraced their steps. The damage 
may not have been extensive, but the enemy received no- 
tice that their Laotian sanctuaries would not serve as a 
safe haven in this operation. 

His company's exhaustion forced Winecoff to give the 
men two hours rest on Lactian territory before returning to 
Vietnam after seven the following morning. By evening, 
they were back up on the ridge line overlooking the bor- 
der. “The company was quite happy,” Winecoff remem- 
bered. "We received a real good resupply that night. It 
| had beer on it and everything we’d been looking forward 
to, that marines always look forward to.” 

While Winecoff's men rested, 3d Marine Division head- 
quarters began a flurry of activity. Headquarters had 
learned of the ambush only by monitoring the radio traffic 
of the 9th Marines. The divisional chief of staff, Colonel 
Martin J. Sexton, decided to inform III MAF but not MACV 
until a full report could be written. General Davis was in 
Hong Kong at the time, visiting his son, a marine lieuten- 
ant and casualty of earlier fighting in Dewey Canyon. In 
the meantime, Abrams had sent his reply to the marine 
request of February 20 to cross the border. The answer 
was, "no." Only SOG forces would be permitted to oper- 
ate in Laos. Tailoring their response to the existing rules of 
engagement, the marines informed Abrams that the am- 
bush had been conducted in self-defense. 

Was it truly self-defense? Barrow acknowledged that 
opportunity as well as necessity played a role in his deci- 
sion to order the ambush but pointed out that the 122mm 
NVA guns formed a permanent threat to his men. His am- 
bush was designed to signal the enemy that the marines 
would pursue them if they tried to move the guns out of 
range of American artillery but in a place where they 
i would still be capable of hurting his forces. Was the am- 
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bush ordered for the “self-preservation of units” as the 
rules of engagement required? Barrow answered, “self- 
preservation? No, I'm not even going to suggest that that 
act preserved, but it was in the context of self-preserva- 
tion.” Colonel Barrow was later promoted to general and 
eventually became commandant of the U.S. Marine Corps. 

The strongest vote of confidence Barrow received came 
from Abrams himself. When apprised of the purpose of the 
ambush, Abrams reversed his earlier position and author- 
ized a full battalion of the 9th Marines to enter Laos for the 
purpose of destroying the threat posed by the 122s. 
Abrams requested only that there be “no public dis- 
cussion” of the foray across the border and informed the 
American ambassader in Laos, William Sullivan, only af- 
ter the operation was underway. 

Within hours, Captain Winecoff received new orders 
"to move my whole company back down onto the bloomin’ 
Route 922." Only a half hour earlier the company had 
been resupplied; now they would have to leave the sup- 
plies behind to be passed on to another company to their 
rear. But, “of course not the beer,” Winecoff pointed out. 
“We consumed that.” 

This time Winecoff's men were not alone. The entire 2/9 
moved down along Route 922 while the 1/9 and the 3/9 
waited along the ridge line keeping the road within gun 
sight. The plan called for the 2d Battalion to act as the 
hammer, pushing the enemy into the anvil of the other two 
battalions. On February 24, Company H sprang another 
ambush, killing eight NVA soldiers. The next day, they 
themselves were ambushed but finally stormed through 
the enemy line. The marines suffered three dead in the 
engagement. During the fighting, Corporal William D. 
Morgan "in a daring dash, directed enemy fire away irom 
two wounded companions, assisting in their rescue.” Mor- 
gan was killed but was awarded a posthumous Medal of 
Honor for his bravery. 

For a full week, the battalion remained in Laos. NVA 
resistance faded, but tons of supplies and thousands of 
rounds of ammunifion were captured. While in Laos, the 
marines lost eight men, all officially reported dead "near 
Quang Tri Province, South Vietnam.” 

By early March, the 9th Marines had completed the of- 
fensive portion of Operation Dewey Canyon. After the 2d 
Battalion returned from Laos on March 3, the regiment be- 
gan the slow process of liquidating the operation. Because 
of bad weather, the extraction of units was delayed and 
not until March 18 were all the marines back at Van- 
degrift combat base, thus officially ending the operation. 

In all, the marines lost 130 men in the operation and suf- 
fered an additional 920 casualties. They counted 1,617 
enemy dead, but more important was the disruption of 
enemy logistical planning. The marines captured sixteen 
artillery pieces, seventy-three antiaircraft guns, hundreds 
of smaller weapons, nearly a million rounds of ammuni- 
tion, and more than 220,000 pounds of rice. According to 


the official marine historian of the operation, “The Marine 
strike into the Da Krong Valley disrupted the organiza- 
tional apparatus of Base Area 611, effectively blocking the 
enemy's ability to strike out at civilian and military targets 
to the east. Attempts to rebuild this base and reorder dis- 
rupted supply lines would be long and arduous.” 

But as the army had found out three years earlier in at- 
tempting to wipe out the enemy base areas in War Zones 
C and D, it was one thing to push the enemy out of a base 
area, another to keep them out. Less than two months after 
the conclusion of Operation Dewey Canyon, Base Area 
611 was the objective of another American operation, 
Apache Snow. This time it was the 101st Airborne Division 
that headed into the A Shau Valley, just south of the oper- 
ational area of Dewey Canyon. The result was the most 
notorious battle in America’s seven years’ war. 





Apache Snow 


The A Shau Valley was not unknown terrain to the 101st 
Airborne Division, equipped since late 1968 with sufficient 
helicopters to qualify as a fully "airmobile" division. In the 
spring of 1968, the 101st had participated in the first Amer- 
ican entry into the A Shau since 1966. The valley, shaped 
like a thirty-mile-long natural funnel, consists of rolling 
terrain covered by eight-foot-high elephant grass. The 
valley is protected by a rim of triple-canopied hills. At its 
very western edge, straddling the Laotian border, lay 
enemy Base Area 611, the old objective of Operation 
Dewey Canyon. 

Within days after the completion of that marine oper- 
ation, intelligence sources reported the movement of three 
NVA regiments back into Base Area 611. Aerial recon- 
naissance reported intensive building activity on the roads 
leading from Laos into South Vietnam. Other intelligence 
gained from prisoners revealed that the 9th NVA Regi- 
ment was already on the move toward Hue. All signs 
showed a repetition of the behavior the enemy had fol- 
lowed before attacking Hue in 1968. Rather tham wait until 
the enemy struck in the populous coastal region, the 101st 
Airborne directed the 3d Brigade, augmented by a battalion 
from the 1st ARVN Division, to initiate Operation Apache 
Snow. The operation was conceived by XXIV Corps to 
block any further eastward movement by the enemy. 

The operation began early on the morning of May 10 as 
sixty-five UH-1H helicopters carried the assault troops 
into five preselected landing zones. The three organic bat- 
talions of 3d Brigade of the l0lst—lst Battalion, 506th In- 
fantry; 3d Battalion, 187th Infantry; and 2d Battalion, 501st 
Infantry—were joined by the 4th Battalion, 1st ARVN Regi- 
ment. As each battalion landed, they broke into company- 
size units, each with targets to search for the enemy or 
enemy supplies. Little contact was made. 

The experience of the 3d Battalion, 187th Infantry, was 
similar to the others. Lieutenant Colonel Weldon Honey- 


cutt sent his Company A to the northwest, Company C to 
the southwest, and Company D to the southeast toward 
Hill 937, a massif on the Laotian border. Company B had 


been held as a battalion reserve and did not join the oper- | 


ation until late in the afternoon. When it did, Company D 


had already secured the ridge line leading up to Hill 937 | 


from the north. As they marched to join Company D, Com- 
pany B made the first contact with the enemy in the oper- 
ation, receiving small-arms fire supported by two rocket- 
propelled grenade launchers (RPGs). The enemy quickly 
vanished at the onset of return fire. 

On the morning of May 11, each company continued its 
assigned mission, except that Company D now stayed in 
reserve while Company B continued moving up the ridge 
toward Hill 937. Following the small mountain trails, the 
company began to receive fire, first from a single sniper 
but then from a larger, well-dug-in enemy force. Despite 
the support of air strikes and artillery, Company B suf- 
fered several casualties and was forced to withdraw. 
Searching the area, the company found evidence of a so- 
phisticated telephone network and documents that identi- 
fied the enemy on Hill 937 as part of the 29th NVA Regi- 
ment. For the first time Honeycutt and 3d Brigade 





commander, Colonel Joseph B. Conmy, Jr., realized that | 


they had found a sizable enemy force. “It became appar- 
ent,’ Conmy remembers, “that there was more there than 
we had bumped into elsewhere in the A Shau.” 

There was nothing special about Hill 937. The Vietnam- 
ese called it Dong Ap Bia. In the words of an army histo- 
rian, it was “as a particular piece of terrain of no tactical 
significance. However, the fact that the enemy force was 
located there was of prime significance. . . . And so, the 
battle of Dong Ap Bia ensued.” But it was the men of the 


101st Airborne who gave the battle the painfully descrip- | 


tive name by which it would be remembered in America: 
the battle of Hamburger Hill. 


Hamburger Hill 








On the morning of May 12, Colonel Honeycutt decided to | 


commit all four companies of the 3/187, with Company A 


serving as a reserve force, and the battle began in earnest | 
(see map, page 18). Company C moved to link up with | 


Company B, which received enemy fire throughout the 
day. Company D was sent to approach the hill from the 


northeast. Company B prepared a new landing zone near | 


its position to aid in the evacuation of the mounting casu- 
alties. Air strikes and artillery relentlessly pounded enemy 
positions throughout the day and night. The following day 
Companies B and C, fighting abreast, attempted a coordi- 
nated assault on the hill. Within thirty minutes they came 
under heavy fire and thirty-three men were wounded and 
four killed before the day ended. That night AC-47 gun- 
ships made their first appearance on the scene to fire at 
enemy positions throughout the darkness. 
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On May 14 all three companies, approaching from 
three directions, attempted to push the enemy off Ham- 
burger Hill. With Company B moving from the west, C 
from a more northwestwardly approach, and D from the 
north, the battalion confronted immediate enemy resis- 
tance. By 9:30 a.m., Company B had reached an inter- 
mediate objective, a small ridge line, but Company C re- 
ported that heavy fire would force it back. To avoid 
isolating Company B, Honeycutt ordered both B and C to 
withdraw to a defensible position. Honeycutt now esti- 
mated enemy troop strength at between two companies 
and a battalion. He replaced Company C with Company 
A, whose men were rested, and planned a major assault 
for the following day before the enemy could reinforce its 
position. In addition, Conmy ordered another battalion, 
the 1/506 commanded by Lieutenant Colonel James Bow- 
ers, to Hill 937 to augment the 3/187. The major objective 
of the battalion was to cut off Hill 937 from the west. 
Conmy explained, “We realized that the western border of 
that hill was close to the Laotian border. We figured that 
they must be resupplying and bringing people in from that 
side.” 

That night, the enemy emplaced claymores throughout 
the approaches to their bunkers. The following morning 
the men of the 3/187 were hard hit by the mines. Still, 
Companies A and B continued to advance to about 150 
meters from the crest of the hill until a U.S. rocket gunship 
inadvertently fired on Company B, forcing the company to 
halt in order to evacuate the wounded. Although Com- 
pony A continued to advance, Honeycutt did not want to 
expose a single unit and ordered both to pull back to a de- 
fensive position. That afternoon, Honeycutt's battalion 
headquarters was hit by enemy RPGs that wounded 
Colonel Honeycutt—his third wound of the operation—and 
his operations chief. Both refused evacuation. Meanwhile, 
the 1/506 was moving toward Hill 937, slowed by the rug- 
ged terrain and high elephant grass. Brigade command 
decided to postpone cny renewed assault on the hill until 
the 1/506 was in place. 

On May 16, the companies of the 3/187 held defensive 
positions, making few contacts with the enemy. The 1/506, 
on the other hand, met increased enemy resistance, and it 
slugged its way slowly up the hill. A new assault was 
postponed until May 18, the seventh day of the battle. 
Plans were set for 1/506 to launch the main attack from 
the southwest, while the 3/187 supported them. CS tear 
gas was brought in to augment the heavy air and artillery 
support. The men all received heavy flak jackets to reduce 
casualties, although the extreme heat made wearing them 
almost unbearable. 

On the morning of May 18, the two full battalions 
launched their assault. As the 3/187 inched up the hill, 
enemy fire increased. Automatic weapons, RPGs, and 
claymore mines all inflicted heavy casualties. Company B 
was fired on from three directions. Still, the attack pro- 


gressed, reaching almost the top of the hill, when the 
enemy set off a series of mines and grenades within its 
own perimeter. 

The effectiveness of a full week's artillery and air strikes 
now turned against the American soldiers. U.S. firepower 
had denuded the once lushly vegetated hill. When torren- 
tial rains arrived on the afternoon of the eighteenth, the 
bald hill turned into a mud slide and the men kept skid- 
ding back down the hill. Already having suffered fourteen 
dead and sixty-four wounded that day, the 3/187 was or- 
dered to pull back. The men, who by then had christened 
Dong Ap Bia “Hamburger Hill,” now began to complain 
openly, particularly about Honeycutt. "That damned 
Blackjack [Honeycutt's code name] won't stop until he kills 
every damn one of us," one wounded soldier snapped to a 
reporter who was covering the battle. 

The same conditions of heavy enemy fire and mud also 
slowed the 1/506, but at nightfall it had been able to form 
a defensive perimeter about a kilometer from the hilltop. 

A difficult decision now confronted division commander 
Major General Melvin Zais, who had carefully followed 
the action, often from his personal helicopter-borne "ob- 
servation deck.” He faced the choice of committing addi- 
tional troops to the battle or turning his back on Hill 937. 
His decision was to reinforce with two additional battal- 
ions, his own 2d Battalion, 501st Infantry, and the 2d 
ARVN Battalion, 3d Infantry, now made available to him. 

According to Conmy, there was never any doubt in his 
mind or Honeycutt's that the enemy should be pursued on 
Hamburger Hill. “We had a handle on something pretty 
hot," he stated. "We realized that we hadn't encountered 
a great deal of opposition previously . . . and we must 
have hit something pretty important. Looking the terrain 
over, it was the predominant feature in that end of the A 
Shau Valley.” Conmy also believed that the bunker sys- 
tem on the hilltop served as an NVA regimental command 
post. It was an opportunity too good and too important to 
walk away from. "In the year I spent over there, in contin- 
uous operations, I can only think of three occasions where 
I got the enemy cut off where he couldn't go anywhere,” 
Conmy explained. “If I backed away the distance neces- 
sary to launch a B-52 strike he would disappear in the 
dark of the night and attack us somewhere else.” 

During the night of May 18 and the next day, the com- 


manders developed plans for a four-battalion assault on | 
May 20. The two new battalions were helilifted into the | 


combat area, 2/501] to the northeast and the 2/3 ARVN 
Battalion to the east-southeast, while the 3/187 was aug- 
mented by Companies A and D of the 2/506. Only the 1/ 
506 attempted to move up the hill, slowly edging its way to 
within 200 meters of the top by nightfall. On the morning of 
May 20, all four battalions began a coordinated assault on 
the hill. 

Most of the enemy's force had now been spent. They 
permitted the 3/187, advancing three companies abreast, 
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Hamburger Hill 





A wounded Pen of the 101st Airborne winces in pain while awaiting evac- 


uation from Dong Ap Bia. 
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A trooper comforts a seriously w wounded buddy on a day before the 101st Airborne took TE hill. 
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Two medics help a wounded paratrooper 
the battle for Hamburger Hill, May 19, 1969. 
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to approach the top of the hill before opening fire. With the 
help of supporting artillery and mortar fire, the battalion 
was able to continue its advance. Shortly before noon, the 
first company from the 3/187 reached the crest. Even then 
the enemy continued to fight until every bunker was de- 
stroyed. The 1/506 followed to the top, joining the 3/187 af- 
ter sporadic enemy resistance. The other two battalions 
reached the summit with little trouble. Shortly after noon 
the battle, in its ninth full day, was over. Enemy resistance 
disintegrated; those not killed or captured fled the area. 
The western portion of the perimeter established by the 
surrounding American forces was not closed until the final 
assault and the few surviving enemy soldiers were able to 
slip through toward the Laotian border. During the final 
assault, not a single American was killed. 

After the hill was taken a landing zone was constructed 
to facilitate the search of the area. Captured documents 
proved that the hill was indeed a regimental command 
post. One week later the hill was abandoned, as was 
common practice during the war. As General Zais put it, 
“This is not a war of hills. That hill had no military value 
whatsoever." Near the landing zone, however, one soldier 
posted a memorial to the battle, a cardboard sign bearing 
| the scrawled message, “Hamburger Hill. Was it worth it?” 


| Was it worth it? 


| The battle for Hamburger Hill almost immediately be- 

| came a source of controversy in the United States. The 
press widely reported Senator Edward Kennedy’s com- 
ment that the battle was “senseless and irresponsible.” 
Much of the criticism was directed at General Zais's deci- 
sion to take the hill, seemingly at all cost. 

Defending his decision, Zais responded that the enemy 
had suffered 630 KIAs, compared to 56 American deaths, 
better than a 10 to 1 ratio. Hamburger Hill was destined to 
become the last American battle in which victory would 
be determined by “body count.” 

Other critics, including senior officers, wondered why 
infantry tactics and frontal assaults had been used rather 
than B-52 strikes. One colonel suggested, “We can get 
ourselves into another Korean War situation if we keep 
losing men on hills that don't have to be taken today or to- 
morrow. What's wrong with cordoning off a place and 
pounding the hell out of i?" Conmy had an answer: "In 
my experience with B-52 strikes, the enemy—I don't know 
how-seemed to sense their coming. With us being all 
around the hill and then withdrawing to a safe distance to 
permit a B-52 strike, it would have signalled to the enemy 
that something like a B-52 strike was coming and I think 
they would have withdrawn and we would have lost con- 
tact with them 

| Ultimately, such questions of tactics can be answered 
| only by the commanders actually in the field. Even Zais's 
critics acknowledged that. Nor did anyone doubt the brav- 
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ery of the infantrymen who eventually did take the hill. 
The brigade won the Presidential Unit Citation. Colonel 
Conmy spoke with affection and admiration for his men: 
“No matter how tough the job is, the American soldier gets 
the job done. He might hate the hell out of it, but he never 
quits... . In Hamburger Hill, they might have grumbled, 
but my God, they were there when the chips were down! 
They eventually went up that hill and took it!” 

But bravery and tactics aside, the battle at Hamburger 
Hill raised still other questions. The New York Times said 
after the battle, “The public is certainly entitled to raise 
questions about the current aggressive posture of the 
United States military in South Vietnam.” The real ques- 
tion was, once again, what was American strategy in 
South Vietnam? Most press reports ignored that side of 
Senator Kennedy’s criticism: "President Nixon has told us, 
without question, that we seek no military victory, that we 
seek only peace. How then can we justify sending our 
boys against a hill a dozen times?” 

General Zais argued that his orders directed him to 
find and destroy the enemy wherever he might be. "We 
found the enemy on Hill 937 and that's where we fought 
him,” he told reporters. Such tactics were clearly in order 
when General Westmoreland conducted a war of attri- 
tion. The question remained, however, whether this strat- 
egy was still in effect. Many of the new administration's 
highest officials considered the war of attrition discredited. 
Henry Kissinger was a firm critic, while Richard Nixon re- 
alized that attrition could not result in “military victory.” 
General Abrams's staff was in the final stages of pre- 
paring a new strategy to guide the American military, but 
Conmy recalls, “I was vaguely aware that there was some 
talk back in Washington . . . that it was time to get out. But, 
I hadn't really seen any moves that indicated that we 
were actually going to do it. As far as I was concerned, 
the job was still to try to win the thing. We had nothing 
concrete to prove that anything was going to change." 

And yet, some generals had already foreseen a new 
tactical thrust. General Davis's tactics in virtually the 
same operational area were designed not so much to 
meet the enemy head on as to disrupt his logistical system. 
General Abrams, while defending Zais's actions at Dong 
Ap Bia, nevertheless told reporters “Since the beginning of 
last fall, all our operations have been designed to get into 
the enemy's system. Once you start working in the system 
that he required to prepare his offensive operations, you 
can cause him to postpone his operations.” 

The American military now had two concepts of offen- 
sive operations before it. The one, emphasizing search 
and destroy operations designed to lead to the attrition of 
enemy fighting forces, was typified by the assault on 
Hamburger Hill. The other, developed by such officers as 
marine General Raymond Davis and army Lieutenant 
Generals William Rosson and Richard Stilwell took a 
more indirect approach and attempted to disrupt enemy 





battle, one general in Saigon complained, “In terms of 
guidance from Washington, we have received nothing 
new except to hurry up.” Lyndon Johnson's final orders to 
maintain “maximum pressure” on the enemy remained 
the only guiding principle to commanders in the field. If 
nothing else, Hamburger Hill proved that the American 
fighting men in Vietnam, no less than the public at home, | 


logistics and lines of communications, thus preempting of- 
fensive operations. Which concept of operations would 
achieve prominence under the new adiainistration of 
Richard Nixon? 

Of all those with a stake in the battle of Hamburger 
Hill, perhaps the least vocal was the new commander in 
chief. In the four months since the inauguration, he had 





permitted military policy in Vietnam to drift. After the 








Frustration 





Peace was the theme of Richard 
Nixon's inauguration. For his swearing in 
the president-elect even had the Bible 
opened to Isaiah 2:4: “Nation shall not lift 
up sword against nation, neither shall 
they learn war anymore.” Throughout the 
presidential campaign the public had 
signaled to the candidates its desire for 
peace and Nixon had won with his 
pledge to satisfy that desire. Now he con- 
fronted the problem of determining 
exactly what his mandate for ending the 
war meant. What kind of peace did 
Americans want? Answering that ques- 
tion was no easy task, for public opinion 
over the past several months had been 
diffuse, shifting, and often inconsistent. 

The dominant public sentiment was, as 
public opinion polls registered again and 
again, sheer exhaustion with the war. A 
June 1968 poll found that only 18 percent 
of Americans believed the country was 
making progress in Vietnam; a quarter 
believed America was losing ground, 
and nearly half felt the U.S. was standing 
still. Another poll showed only one in ten 
people still believed allied victory was 
possible, while two-thirds thought the 
war would end in compromise. Rising 
frustration was also apparent in one of 
the long-standing gauges of public opin- 
ion on Vietnam: Gallup's "mistake ques- 









tion.” By early 1969 an unprecedented 
majority of Americans had come to be- 
lieve that the U.S. “made a mistake in 
sending troops to fight in Vietnam.” 
Weariness with the war was com- 
pounded by fears that the fighting would 
drag on indefinitely. As 1968 ended only 
a third of the country—35 percent—be- 
lieved the war would end in the coming 
year. In short, frustrated and dis- 
illusioned, the public was rapidly losing 
patience with the American mission in 
Vienam, and many Americans were 
looking for a quick end to the war. 

A significant minority-32 percent— 
wanted one final all-out escalation. But 
the majority, as they had done since 1965, 
considered such a move dangerous and 
overly drastic. Instead, an increasing 
number of people simply wanted Ameri- 
can involvement to end and the troops 
withdrawn. Throughout the campaign, 
polls showed that a majority of Ameri- 
cans was willing to back a candidate 
who would turn the fighting over to South 
Vietnam and withdraw American troops. 
Though few favored immediate with- 
drawal, more than half those surveyed in 
January 1969 approved a month-by- 
month troop reduction program. 

The justifications Americans offered for 
withdrawal were mixed. Some, like a re- 
tired midwestern businessman, insisted 
that the U.S. had reached the limits of its 
responsibility in Southeast Asia: "We've 
done our part in Vietnam. I think the time 
has come now for the South Vietnamese 
to carry on. After all, they are going to 
have to run their own country sometime 
and decide what kind of relations they 
want to have with North Vietnam. That's 
none of our business.” A New Jersey 
woman expressed more personal feel- 
ings: “Frankly, I don't care what happens 
in Vietnam anymore. I just want my son 
back.” 


could atiord to wait no longer for Richard Nixon's decision. 


Her sense of urgency was widely 

shared. According to the polls, between 
one-third and one-half of the country 
was willing to go ahead with withdrawal, 
even if it meant the collapse of South Viet- 
nom. At the same time, however, Ameri- 
cans continued to insist on the importance 
of containing communism in Southeast 
Asia. A Harris poll taken in May 1969 
found that 56 percent of Americans felt it 
was “very important” that the Commu- 
nists not take over South Vietnam; only 9 
percent were willing to accept a settle- 
ment that might allow an eventual Com- 
munist victory, and only 18 percent would 
accept a coalition settlement that left the 
Vietcong in a position to dominate Viet- 
nam. 
Americans’ conflicting feelings about 
the war apparently were resolved by 
many through visions of a “neutralized” 
Southeast Asia: 83 percent told Harris 
pollsters they favored a solution that 
would allow the region to be neither pro- 
American nor pro-Communist. Ironically, 
that option, which had been politically 
unthinkable a few years earlier, was po- 
litically unattainable by 1969. 

It would be up to the new adminis- 
tration to forge a policy that could pull to- 
gether the contrary strands of public 
opinion. The problem was that, as one 
pollster noted, “On the one hand, the 
people urgently call for an early exit from 
Viemam. Yet, on the other hand, the 
people are reluctant to see an outcome in 
Southeast Asia that is less than desir- 


able.” Americans wanted out but seem- | 
ingly not at the cost of abandoning the | | 


country's long-standing political goals: 
They wanted to have their cake and eat it 
too. As candidate, Richard Nixon had 
promised that was possible; now, as pres- 
ident, he would have to find a way to 
marke it come true. 
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The year 1969 was one that Richard Nixon could 
later claim had laid the foundation for his great- 
est foreign policy successes. He had initiated the 
diplomatic signaling and maneuvering that 
would culminate in the highest points of his presi- 
dency: détente with the Soviet Union and rap- 
prochement with China. But as far as his most 
pressing foreign policy challenge—the Vietnam 
War—was concerned, it must have been a year 
of bitter disappointment. All of his hopes for a 
quick settlement of the war were dashed, as the 
war in 1969 soon settled into a double stalemate 
in which the prospects for any dramatic break- 
through either on the battlefield or at the negotiat- 
ing table vanished. The fact was that, though he 
had claimed one, Richard Nixon had no “secret 
plan” to end the war. Instead, his administration 
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| public at least, on a double-pronged approach: to pursue 
the negotiations at Paris while "Vietnamizing" the war it- 
self so that the South Vietnamese would take over the 
fighting and American troops could begin to return home. 
But even this clearly stated public policy belied continued 
controversy among the highest placed actors in the ad- 
ministration. Severe differences emerged in answering 
basic questions: What was the objective of the continued 
American involvement in South Vietnam? How high a 
price was the administration—and the American public— 
willing to pay in pursuing those objectives? What military 
or diplomatic initiatives remained open? The inability of 
the administration to answer these questions in 1969 was 
not due to a lack of effort. On the contrary, Vietnam was 
uppermost in the minds of the new president and his na- 
tional security adviser, literally from the moment that Rich- 
ard Nixon took the oath of office. 





The Kissinger way 





Shortly after noon on January 20, 1969, almost as if on cue, 
| messengers from the new White House picked up a thick 
sheaf of papers and distributed a copy to the Central In- 
telligence Agency, the Department of State, and the De- 
| partment of Defense. State would forward an additional 
copy to the embassy in Saigon. DOD would make copies 
available to the Joint Chiefs of Staff and to MACV head- 
quarters in Saigon. The document was not a statement of 
policy but a unique questionnaire consisting of twenty- 
eight major questions and fifty subsidiary ones covering 
virtually every aspect of the war in Vietnam. What were 
Hanoi's intentions? How strong was South Vietnam, mili- 
| tarily and politically? How were American tactics work- 
ing? Could the war of attrition be won? Was the bombing 
elfective? What were the prospects for pacification? These 
were the questions and Henry Kissinger wanted to know 
the answers. 

Eschewing traditional bureaucratic procedures on this, 
his very first day as national security adviser, Kissinger 
asked that each agency's response be sent directly to his 
office. He forbade the general practice of bureaucracies to 
negotiate a common response that would represent no 
single agency's viewpoint but rather a lowest-common- 
denominator compromise. In the new administration, for- 
eign policy would be made by the president and Henry 
Kissinger, not by bureaucratic accommodation. 

Kissinger's approach, especially his requirement that 
each agency offer its own unedited answers, was not the 
result of personal pique. Rather, it came from a carefully 
| thought-out approach to foreign policy that had shaped 
| his academic career and that had been deeply influenced 
| by his SS experiences. 





| Preceding page. Partners in policy. President Nixon and 
Henry Kissinger confer in the White House garden. 
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Heinz Alfred Kissinger was born in 1923 in the Bavar- 
ian town of Furth, a suburb of Nuremburg. Furth con- 
tained one of the few heavy concentrations of Jews in 
southern Germany, and Heinz's father, as a public pre- 
paratory schoolteacher, held a prestigious position. Like 
most Jews in the town, they led a comfortable existence. 

In 1933, this comfortable world fell apart. The rise of 
Adolf Hitler to the German chancellorship deprived Heinz 
and his family of many basic civil rights. Kissinger faced 
repeated attacks from young Nazi thugs on the streets, ex- 
pulsion from his school to assignment at a special "Jewish 
school,” and finally the dismissal of his father from his 
teaching position. Despite these warning signs, the Kissin- 
ger family refused to leave. Finally, in 1938, at his mother's 
insistence, the family fled to England and then America. 
There they settled among fellow immigrants in New York 
City's Washington Heights neighborhood. Kissinger later 
insisted, perhaps too defensively, that "that part of 
my childhood is not a key to anything. . . . The political 
persecutions of my childhood are not what control my 
life." 

While a diligent student in Germany, young Heinz had 
never distinguished himself academically. But in New 
York Henry, as he now called himself, became a straight- 
A student. With his solid record of achievement, he de- 
cided to enroll in an accounting program at City College 
of New York. But, before he was able to embark on his 
new career, Kissinger was draíted into the army at age 
twenty. Besides providing him with a short cut to Ameri- 
can citizenship, his army experience radically altered Kis- 
singer's future career. During his training as am in- 
fantryman, Kissinger met a fellow exile, a German 
Protestant named Fritz Kraemer, who traveled through 
American training camps briefing new recruits on the hor- 
rors of the Nazi enemy. Kraemer was immediately im- 
pressed with Kissinger's mind and effected a transfer for 
his new protégé to a position as German interpreter. With 
the war rapidly coming to a close, Kissinger was em- 
ployed largely as an administrator to govern the areas 
now under American military occupation. Among his 
tasks was the identification of former Nazis for possible 
prosecution as war criminals. 

In May 1946, Kissinger was discharged but spent an 
additional year as a civilian instructor in the army. He 
confided to Kraemer that he was thinking of returning to 
New York to enroll as a student at CCNY. Kraemer in- 
formed him that "a gentleman does not go to a local New 
York school” and encouraged his application to Harvard 
University. In 1947, at age twenty-four, Henry Kissinger 
became a Harvard freshman, determined to become an 
academic success. "He sat in that overstuffed chair... 
studying morning till night and biting his nails till there 
was blood," one of his roommates remembered. He was 
reserved with his classmates but found among the faculty 
a replacement for Kraemer as his mentor, the distin- 


guished professor William Yandell Elliot. Under Elliot's 
tutelage, Kissinger devoured the Harvard curriculum, 
earning his bachelor’s degree summa cum laude and im- 
mediately embarking on a graduate program resulting in 
his Ph.D. in government and a professorship. 

As a tenured faculty member at Harvard, Kissinger be- 
came best known for the books he wrote on foreign policy 
and diplomacy in the nuclear age, largely under the aus- 
pices of the Council on Foreign Relations. His most crea- 
tive and original work, however, was the one most often 
overlooked, his doctoral dissertation, later published as A 
World Restored. A detailed account of the diplomacy at 
the Congress of Vienna of 1815, which closed the Napole- 
onic period in European history, A World Restored was 
more than a path-breaking account of domestic political 
considerations at work at the congress. It also revealed, in 
embryonic form, the three major themes that were to 
guide Kissinger's actions when he finally was transformed 
by Nixon from diplomatic historian to diplomat. 

Kissinger was preoccupied above all with the tension 
between creative diplomacy and career bureaucracies. 
Pointing out that the two leading figures at Vienna— 


Castlereagh of England and Metternich of Austria—both 
experienced greater problems with their cabinets at home 
than with enemy governments, Kissinger launched into an 
attack on foreign policy bureaucracies. They were "de- 
signed to execute, not conceive,” he complained; their 
“quest for safety” blocked creative policy. Recalling that 


Castlereagh, who had done much to create the era of se- | 


curity, the Pax Britannia, was eventually repudiated by his 
countrymen and committed suicide, Kissinger argued that 
a statesman’s first requirement was to overcome “the 
problem of legitimizing a policy within the governmental 
apparatus." 

To overcome the inertia of bureaucracies, "whose pri- 
mary concern is with safety and minimum risk," Kissinger 
saw the need for strong statesmen and diplomats. He re- 
jected the trend in contemporary America that placed 
business executives and lawyers at the top of the foreign 
policy "establishment." "Our leaders have not lacked 
ability, but they have had to learn while doing," Kissinger 
complained. What was required was the emergence ol 
new Metternichs or Castlereaghs, professional diplomats 
who served as plenipotentiaries for their governments. 
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The national security adviser skims the morning's news one day in August 1969. 
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But even such strong diplomats, Kissinger knew, still 
faced an important hurdle: public opinion. In A World Re- 
stored Kissinger remarked that statesmen “often share the 
fate of prophets, . . . without honor in their own country.” 
The “acid test” of policy, he wrote, was “to obtain domes- 
tic support.” A diplomat must understand that complete 
security is unattainable for any nation; one nation’s secu- 
rity will inevitably create feelings of insecurity in the 
enemy camp. Rather, the statesman’s task was “the recon- 
ciliation of different versions of legitimacy,” recognizing 
the legitimate security needs of the enemy in order to as- 
sure a climate of peace. History, however, taught Kissin- 
ger that public opinion was seldom so enlightened. In 
matters of security, the public would demand nothing less 
than the whole loaf, while the successful diplomat knew 
that he had achieved his goal in assuring half. 

This tension between diplomat and public opinion cre- 
ated a dilemma for which Kissinger had no sure answer. 
“A statesman who too far outruns the experience of his 


people will fail in achieving domestic consensus, however 
| wise his policies. . . . A statesman who limits his policy to 


the experience of his people will doom himself to sterility,” 
he wrote. The only hope was that “domestic disputes [re- 


| mained] essentially technical and confined to achieving 
an agreed goal.” 


Kissinger’s critique of existing foreign policy methods 
was trenchant, his vision less so. There existed a strong 
undercurrent of elitism in this vision, which called for a 
foreign policy "superstatesman” unencumbered with gov- 
ernmental disputes or domestic political strife. It was 
mildly disdainful as well, disdainful both of public opinion 
and of the foreign policy establishment that had taken Kis- 
singer under its wing at the Council on Foreign Relations. 
The former may well have been the residue of boyhood 
experiences in Germany, where rabid nationalism and 


| popular dreams of world power had shattered his adoles- 
| cent years. Finally, the effort to achieve Kissinger's vision 


of foreign policy could be no better than the statesman 
who ran it. Unlike bureaucracies, which are designed to 
compensate for the weaknesses of individual members, 
Kissinger's foreign policy could only reflect the strengths and 
weaknesses of the “superstatesman” who controlled it. 

Still, Kissinger’s vision had a powerful attraction, espe- 
cially in the year 1969 and especially for Richard Nixon. 
Lyndon Johnson's failures in foreign policy had resulted 
from his own insecurities in that field. He had demanded 
consensus and had in turn become a prisoner of the re- 
sulting bureaucratic compromises. If there was one area 
where Richard Nixon felt no hesitancy, it was in foreign 
policy. He would name a colorless corporate lawyer as 
nominal secretary of state and act as his own. 

Unlike most professional politicians, and in sharp con- 
trast to Lyndon Johnson, Richard Nixon had subordinated 


| domestic politics to foreign affairs for most of his career. 


Ignoring the adage that a representative's first responsi- 


28 


bility is to “take care” of his own district, Nixon had made 
his reputation in Congress on national security questions. 
His prominent role in the Alger Hiss affair and his defense 
of McCarthyism—"I think the majority of the American 
people favor it,” he stated in 1952—were stepping stones to 
national office. As Eisenhower's vice president, he seemed 
to relish the often empty, ceremonial jaunts abroad. In 
many cases, he planned these trips on his own against the 
indifference, if not opposition, of Eisenhower and his chief 
advisers. He then exploited such personal "crises" as his 
angry reception in Venezuela and his “kitchen debate” 
with Nikita Khrushchev in Moscow to prove in the 1960 
presidential campaign that his experience in foreign af- 
fairs was greater than John Kennedy’s. 

Nixon's interest in foreign affairs was unusual among 
presidential aspirants. Neither Lyndon Johnson nor Hubert 
Humphrey had used his years as vice president to achieve 
greater stature in that field. Perhaps this man, a loner by 
temperament, preferred the coolness and personal isola- 
tion of foreign affairs to the gregarious "glad-handing” 
that seemed so much a part of domestic politics. In any 
case, he was a willing listener as Henry Kissinger spelled 
out his concepts of diplomacy. 


NSSM-1 


The new approach was quickly put to a test. The answers 
to the questions posed by the NSC on inauguration day 
were completed by mid-February and formed the basis of 
Kissinger's first National Security Study Memorandum, 
NSSM-1. The questions focused more on the state of the 
war than on eliciting policy options from the various 
agencies. As such it forms a remarkable snapshot of 
where America stood in Vietnam at the end of 1968. More 
than that—and thanks to Kissinger’s insistence on separate 
answers—it displays the deep divisions within the govern- 
ment over past performance and future prospects. Kissin- 
ger pointed out that the answers to the questions had a 
strong tendency to fall into two bureaucratic camps. 
“Group A usually includes MACV, CINCPAC, JCS, and 
Embassy Saigon, and takes a hopeful view of current and 
future prospects,” Kissinger wrote to the president. A sec- 
ond group, "Group B, usually includes OSD [civilian Of- 
fice of the Secretary of Defense], CIA and (to a lesser ex- 
tent) State, and is decidedly more skeptical.” And yet, on 
most answers, the optimism was only a matter of degree. 
Even “Group A” was markedly pessimistic on some of the 
more important questions. MACV recognized that a war of 
attrition was virtually unwinnable. Assuming that enemy 
casualties remained at the all-time record highs of 1968 
(largely a result of the full-scale Tet attacks), “it would 
take thirteen years to exhaust the manpower pool.” But 
MACV warned, “it is unlikely that the high enemy loss 
rates of January-June 1968 could be maintained.” And as 
for the hope that ARVN could completely replace Ameri- 


can servicemen, MACV predicted, “it could not now, or in 
the foreseeable future, handle both the VC and sizeable 
NVA forces without US combat support.” 

If nothing else, the results of NSSM-1 convinced Kissin- 
ger and Nixon that a solution to the Vietnam War would 
not come from the agencies but rather would have to be 
conceived in the White House itself. NSSM-1 seemed to in- 
dicate that a military victory was unattainable unless the 
American commitment of troops was doubled or tripled. 
The only solution seemed to be a negotiated settlement, a 
conclusion that obviously suited Kissinger's talents. But, 
NSSM-1 suggested as well that a negotiated settlement on 
American terms was beyond reach in 1969. Kissinger con- 
cluded from the agency answers that “Hanoi is in Paris for 
a variety of motives, but not primarily out of weakness.” 
What was required—as had been the case in every review 
of the negotiating environment since 1965—was an im- 
proved allied military position in Vietnam. Despite his as- 
surances to liberal friends that "we would be out in six 
months,” Kissinger knew that 1969 was not a propitious 
time for negotiations. 

Yet Kissinger was confident that the negotiations would 
ultimately succeed. In an article written shortly before he 
took office, Kissinger noted, “We are so powerful that 
Hanoi is simply unable to defeat us militarily. . . . Since it 
cannot force our withdrawal, it must negotiate about it. 
Unfortunately, our military strength has no political corol- 
lary; we have been unable so far to create a political 
structure that could survive military opposition from Hanoi 
after we withdraw.” Moreover, Kissinger noted that 
Hanoi's long-term prospects were still strong: "As long as 
Hanoi ccm preserve some political assets in the South, it 
retains the prospect of an ultimately favorable political 
outcome." 

Kissinger's analysis was not altogether different from 
those of the increasingly strident critics of the war. He 
seemed to be indicating that there was little chemce that 
America could achieve its objectives. While the liberal 
critics used this analysis to press for a quick withdrawal of 
American forces in order to "cut losses," Kissinger had 
a different solution. He urged that America change its 
objectives. 

Kissinger was openly critical of the decisions of the 
early 1960s that attached so much importance to saving 
South Vietnam from communism. That was irrelevamt now. 
"The commitment of 500,000 Americans has settled the is- 
sue of the importance of Vietnam. For what is involved 
now is confidence in American promises." This became 
the guiding principle of Kissinger's thoughts on Vietnam. It 
was not Vietnam that was important but the American 
commitment. "However we got into Vietnam," he con- 
cluded, "whatever the judgement of our actions, ending 
the war honorably is essential for the peace of the world." 
And, he added, "The United States has no obligation to 


maintain a government in Saigon by force." Thus, for Kis- 


singer, what was important was how America extricated 
itself amd not what the final outcome proved to be. 

Richard Nixon, of course, did not disagree with the im- 
portance of maintaining America's commitment—he sup- 
ported it in countless speeches to the American public. But 
Nixon saw Viemam as something more than a symbol of 
American promises. The long-term ability of South Viet- 
nam to survive as a non-Communist sovereign state—of 
secondary concern to Kissinger—remained Nixon's pri- 
mary objective. For four years, Kissinger and Nixon la- 
bored to achieve their objectives in Vietnam, and only at 
the very end, during the last few hectic days as Kissinger 
scrambled to sign a peace agreement with Le Duc Tho, 
did this difference emerge as a major issue in policy- 
making. The seeds of the final misunderstandings, halting 
steps, and frayed tempers of 1972 were planted in those 
early days of 1969. 


Tet, 1969 


The dilemma Kissinger outlined for President Nixon in 
NSSM-] and from which he tried to escape by redefining 
American objectives was soon dramatized violently by the 
enemy on the battlefield in South Vietnam. On February 
22, in what Henry Kissinger later called “an act of extraor- 
dinary cynicism,” the North Vietnamese and Vietcong un- 
leashed their 1969 post-Tet offensive. The attacks began 
one day before Nixon’s scheduled departure on his first 
overseas trip to Europe. "Whether by accident or design,” 
Kissinger wrote in his memoirs, it “humiliated the new 
President.” 

Tet '69 did bear some resemblance to the general offen- 
sive of 1968. As in 1968, Communist attacks were coordi- 
nated throughout the length of Vietnam. The enemy struck 
at precisely the same number of provincial capitals— 
twenty-nine out of forty-four—as they had a year earlier. 
And again, in 1969, Vietcong local and guerrilla forces 
carried the brunt of the enemy attack, while regular North 
Vietnamese divisions held back. But these similarities 
were only superficial. 

Because of a substantial improvement in allied in- 
telligence that tracked and screened the movement of 
enemy units deploying to attacking positions, the enemy 
was unable to repeat its performance of the previous year. 
American forces were able to screen populated areas 
from enemy concentrations and prevent the Communists 
from deploying sizable forces out of their base areas. The 
result was a pattern of Communist attacks far different 
from Tet 1968. 

Most important, the Communists avoided large-scale 
ground battles, seldom using larger than company-size 
forces. Nor did they direct their attacks against civilian 
populations; only 1 percent of South Vietnam's hamlets ex- 
perienced any Tet-related attacks during that year 
Pacification chief William Colby said, “We expect our in- 
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| NVA soldiers. 





dicators will wiggle a little, but so far, the effect of the new 
offensive has been slight." Nor did the enemy concentrate 
attacks against South Vietnamese forces as they had in 


| 1968, when they hoped their offensive would leave ARVN 


in disarray. Rather, their primary focus seemed to be 


| American military installations, a deliberate attempt to in- 
| flict as many casualties on U.S. troops as possible. 


In this, the enemy achieved a signal success. In the first 
three weeks of the offensive, 1,140 Americans were killed 


| in action, a total that almost equaled American losses in 


the same period of the 1968 offensive. Enemy losses, on the 
other hand, were only one-third of the previous year's 
high. The enemy tactics in 1969 may have been far differ- 


| ent, but they were equally deadly. 


Enemy attacks, generally suicidal assaults by small 
sapper units, were especially intense in III Corps near 
Saigon, although the capital itself remained generally un- 


| disturbed. At Dau Tieng, the VC attacked a brigade head- 
| quarters of the U.S. 25th Infantry Division, damaging six 


helicopters and shooting down two more that attempted to 


| lift off. At the 25th's headquarters in Cu Chi, fifty sappers 
| broke through the defensive perimeter—ten rings of wire— 


and destroyed ten helicopters with satchel charges. Cap- 
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Tet ‘69. South Vietnamese Rangers charge an enemy-held building in Bien Ho 








a on February 26. The Rangers captured three 








tured sappers, as usual, were not carrying rifles. They had 
left their valuable weapons behind, they said, in the ex- 
pectation that they would not survive the attack. 

When the offensive had run its course the military bal- 
ance of power on the ground had changed very little. 
There had been almost no redeployment of allied troops 
and no major defense had budged. The Communists had 
not even attempted to reverse the advances that the allies 
had made in pacification during the previous six months. 
But the offensive did serve one purpose of the enemy. If 
there were any doubters left in the Nixon administration, 
Tet '69 demonstrated that the war on the ground in South 
Vietnam was irrevocably stalemated. 


The second stalemate 





The stand-off in South Vietnam was matched by impasse 
in Paris. There were good reasons for this. Both sides em- 
phasized what they had accomplished on the battlefield, 
while ignoring the "successes" of their opponents. The 
United States had proven that the Communists could not 
win a military victory while American troops remained in 
South Vietnam, nor could they force the exodus of those 


troops through military means. The enemy could claim, in 
response, that four years of fighting had shown that they 
could not be defeated by American military might. The re- 
sult of these different readings of the past was negotiating 
positions that gave little room for compromise. 

The U.S. stance in the early months of the Nixon admin- 
istration remained, with only minor changes, the Johnson 
position. The primary purpose of the negotiations was to 
reach an agreement on the disengagement of “external” 
forces, both American and North Vietnamese. Henry Kis- 
singer suggested that negotiations follow a “two-tiered” 
approach, with Washington and Hanoi concentrating on a 
mutually agreeable withdrawal, while the Saigon govern- 
ment and National Liberation Front negotiated a political 
settlement to the civil war within South Vietnam. Kissin- 
ger's avowed reason for this negotiating process was to 
permit South Vietnam to determine its own future, rather 
than have a solution imposed by the United States and 
North Vietnam. His approach, however, served another 
purpose: to separate the military and political questions. 
Under the two-tiered approach, America might very well 
be able to negotiate an honorable withdrawal of its own 
troops without regard to a final political settlemeni. 

The American position, however, was acceptable 
neither to North Vietnam nor to South Vietnam. South Viet- 








Vietnamese children flee from the battle in Bien Hoa during the enemy's Tet 1969 offensive. 


nam still adamanily refused any negotiations with the Na- 
tional Liberation Front, fearing that such talks would only 
serve to legitimize the insurgents. The two-month-long 
deadlock over the shape of the negotiating table had been 
precisely over this point. The compromise formula—two 
semicircular conference tables—permitted the South to join 
the talks while claiming that they were only negotiating 
with a single enemy represented by the North Vietnamese. 
In the minds of South Vietnam's leaders, there was really 
only one issue to negotiate: the withdrawal of North Viet- 
namese troops. 

As criticism of South Vietnamese intransigence 
mounted, President Thieu was obliged to make some 
concession. On April 7, 1969, in a major speech before the 
National Assembly, Thieu spelled out the South Vietnam- 
ese negotiating stance. After North Vietnamese troops 
withdrew from South Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia, 
Thieu promised the members of the National Liberation 
Front “national reconciliation,” wherein its members—but 
not the organization—would be permitted “full political 
rights under the Constitution." But there was one provi- 
sion; they must renounce their "communist ideology." It 
was an offer the Communists were guaranteed to refuse. 

This provision by Thieu became the first of his notorious 


"Four No's,” which he would later summarize succinctly 











on billboards throughout the country. “Everything is nego- 
tiable," said Thieu, "Everything except my four no's. One, 
coalition government. Not negotiable. Two, territorial in- 
tegrity. Not negotiable. Three, the Communist party in the 
Republic of South Vietnam. Not negotiable. Four, neutral- 
ism. Not negotiable." 

In part, Thieu's stance reflected his belief that his own 
personal power could be maintained only through the 
"four no's.” Against the ultimate American threat, Thieu 
once told U.S. reporters, “If some day you say: ‘President 
Thieu, if you do not accept coalition with the Communists, 
we abandon you,’ then I will say, "Thank you, we will con- 
tinue the fight until victory.’ " 

In addition, Thieu realized that, even if he were more 
amenable to concessions to the NLF, his power base, the 
South Vietnamese army, would never support him in such 
a move. No less an authority on Saigon coups than Vice 
President Nguyen Cao Ky issued a warning: "If the new 
government tried to make a coalition with the Communists 
there would be a coup inside ten days." Ky continued, 
"Thieu cannot afford any more concessions. It is a matter 
of his survival." 

Kissinger was understanding of Thieu's position. He 
termed it “comprehensible” that South Vietnam refused to 
talk with am organization claiming it, and not the govern- 
ment, was the rightful sovereign power in the country. But 
Kissinger had aiso written of his impatience. Speaking 
more to Saigon tham to the American public, he pointed 
out, “A sovereign government is free to talk to any group 
that represents cm important domestic power base without 
thereby conferring sovereignty on it; it happens all the 
time in union negotiations or even in police work." He con- 
cluded with a warning: "Clearly, there is a point beyond 
which Saigon cannot be given a veto over negotiations." 

America's difficulties with its ally might have caused a 
major crisis had more progress been made in negotiating 
with the North Vietnamese. Yet, Hanoi was no more 
willing than Saigon to embrace Kissingers two-tiered 


| negotiating process. While Kissinger and the Americans 


believed that the separation of military and political issues 
could lead to a reduction of, if not an end to, violence and 
the withdrawal of U.S. troops, Hanoi's entire philosophy of 
warfare was based on the indivisibility of military and po- 
litical issues. In 1954 at Geneva, Hanoi had been pres- 


. sured into accepting a cease-fire and disengagement of 


Vietminh and French forces with the understanding that 
political issues would be settled later. They were under- 


| standably leery of heading down that path again. 


The Communists countered Thieu's "four no's” with two 
of their own. There would be no withdrawal of North Viet- 
namese troops, which, in any event, Hanoi refused to ac- 
knowledge were present in the South. More important, 
there could be no political settlement so long as the 
"Thieu-Ky clique" remained in power. In Hamoi's view, 


' such a solution would be the equivalent of surrender. 
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The president speaks 


By early May, Richard Nixon realized that the traditional 
presidential "100-Day Honeymoon" was over, with neither 
a diplomatic nor a military breakthrough in sight. With his 
stalled Vietnam policy increasingly under attack, above 
all for its seeming drift, it was time to go to the public. In a 
major television address on May 14, 1969, the president at- 
tempted to break the deadlock in Paris with his own 
eight-point peace plan. 

Nixon began by enunciating his "essential principles." 
"We have ruled out attempting to impose a purely military 
solution on the battlefield," he stated. "We have also ruled 
out either a one-sided withdrawal from Vietnam, or the 
acceptance in Paris of terms that would amount to a dis- 
guised defeat." The "essential principles" presented, in 
fact, the reality of the double deadlock on the battlefield 
and at the conference table. 

Outwardly, the president seemed to join military and 
political issues into a single negotiating posture: "A settle- 
ment will require the withdrawal of all non-South Viet- 
namese forces . . . and procedures for political choice that 
give each significant group in South Vietnam a real op- 
portunity to participate in the political life of the nation." 
While stating that "we do not dispute" the North Vietnam- 
ese position that military withdrawal could be discussed 
only in the context of a political settlement of the war, 
Nixon repeated Kissinger's two-tiered formula: "The polit- 
ical settlement is an internal matter which ought to be de- 
cided among the South Vietnamese themselves and not 
imposed by outside powers." 

Nixon's eight-point plan reflected this belief. The first 
four points detailed a phased withdrawal of American 
and North Vietnamese troops. Three others also con- 
cerned military matters: an international body to super- 
vise a cease-fire, release of prisoners of war, and 
agreement to abide by the Geneva accords of 1954 and 
1962. Only one point, a vague promise of internationaily 
supervised elections, suggested a political solution. 

Hamoi's response to Nixon's talk was predictable. To the 
North, Nixon was merely repeating Kissinger's plan to 
separate military and political issues and to force the 
Communists to disarm themselves while the Saigon re- 
gime remained well-armed and in power. 

President Thieu's response, however, shocked Wash- 
ington. He had been given an advance copy of the speech 
and had voiced his approval, a fact pointed out to the 
press. But immediately after the speech, he objected to the 
"fine print," which he claimed to have misunderstood. A 
rereading of the speech convinced Thieu that Nixon had 
violated two of his "no's." The "opportunity to participate 
in the political life of the nation" accorded to "each signifi- 
cant group in South Vietnam," seemed to grant the Com- 
munists a role in South Vietnam's political future, which its 
constitution forbade. The phrase also seemed to indicate 





On the Road 
to Watergate 





At 10:35 am. on May 9, 1969, Henry 
Kissinger placed a call from the "Florida 
White House” at Key Biscayne, Florida, to 
J. Edgar Hoover at Federal Bureau of In- 
vestigation headquarters in Washington. 
That morning a front-page article in the 
New York Times by William Beecher had 
leaked the news of covert U.S. B-52 
bombings of Communist sanctuaries in 
Cambodia. Kissinger requested that the 
FBI chief exert “a major effort to find out 
where [the leaks] came from.” He later 
called back to remind Hoover to conduct 
the inquiry discreetly “so no stories will 
get out.” 

Hoover reported back to Kissinger at 
9:05 P.M. that day with four suspects in- 
cluding three members of the National 
Security Council staff: Morton Halperin, 
whom Hoover considered the most likely 
source of the leak; Helmut Sonnenfeldt, a 
Soviet expert; and Daniel I. Davidson, an 
Averell Harriman protégé. The fourth 
was Colonel Robert Pursley who served 
as Melvin Laird's aide in the Defense De- 
partment. In a memo concerning their 
conversation, Hoover recorded that "Dr. 
Kissinger ... hoped I would follow it up as 
far as we can take it, and they will de- 
stroy whoever did this if we can find him, 
no matter where he is." 

That same day, FBI operatives placed 
a wiretap on Halperin's home telephone 
in Bethesda, Maryland. At 6:20 P.M., prior 
even to official approval for the wiretap 


from Attorney General John Mitchell, the 
first entry from Halperin's tap was made 
in the FBI logs. Three days later David- 
son, Sonneníeldt, and Pursley were also 
tapped. Mitchell later noted that it was "a 
dangerous game we were playing." 

Kissinger had the most to gain from the 
wiretaps. Considered a member of the 
liberal eastern establishment in a con- 
servative Republican administration, he 
needed to prove his loyalty and tough- 
ness. By agreeing to, if not specifically re- 
questing, taps on colleagues such as Hal- 
perin and Sonnenteldt, he solidified his 
position with Nixon and others within the 
administration, many of whom distrusted 
the new national security adviser. 

Tapping Pursley was a different mat- 
ter. By spying on Laird's aide, Kissinger 
hoped to keep tabs on the defense secre- 
tary, his chief rival for supremacy in for- 
eign affairs. Although the tap on Pursley's 
office phone was lifted on May 27, it was 
renewed in 1970 and again in 1971, amd 
an additional tap was placed on his 
home as relations between Laird and Kis- 
singer deteriorated. Laird was never in- 
formed of the “suspicions” surrounding 
his aide and would not find out about the 
tap until 1974. 

The FBI operation Iailed to reveal the 
source of the leaks; still, it continued for 
nearly seven months. During that time two 
more NSC staff members, Richard Moose 
and Richard L. Sneider, were placed un- 
der surveillance as well as several sus- 
pects outside the NSC. Reporters Hedrick 
Smith of the New York Times and Marvin 
Kalb of CBS, syndicated columnist Joseph 
Kraft, and Henry Brandon of the London 
Sunday Times all came under either 
physical or electronic surveillance. Fi- 
nally, the tapping also spread to other 
areas of the administration as Nixon 
speech writer William Satire and John P. 
Sears, deputy counsel to the president in 
charge of Republican party patronage, 
joined the list of suspects. 

In all, eleven wiretaps and four cases 
of physical surveillance were authorized 
by the White House in 1969. All but one, 
the tap on Morton Halperin (which re- 
mained in operation until 1971, many 
months after he left the government) were 
withdrawn by the end of the year. Round 
one was over. 

The 1970 Cambodian invasion touched 
off a public outcry that stunned the White 


House. With anxiety and suspicion at a 
new high, another leak in the New York 
Times on May 2 regarding the renewed 
bombing of North Vietnam resulted in the 
renewal of wiretapping. While Kissinger 
unsuccessfully pleaded with New York 
Times Washington Bureau Chief Max 
Frankel to squelch the story, Haig for- 
warded a request to the FBI for more 
wiretaps. Round two was under way. 

For Nixon and Kissinger, the May 2 
leak broke the camel's back. With this 
second series of wiretaps they were, as 
journalist Seymour Hersh described it, 
“going for broke,” trying once and Jor all 
to learn “who inside the administration 
was loyal and who was not.” NSC mem- 
bers Tony Lake and Winston Lord were 
tapped. New York Times reporter William 
Beecher was tapped. Both Pursley and 
Sonnenfeldt were tapped for the second 
time. And, for the first time, the surveil- 
lance operation moved into the State De- 
partment, focusing on William Sullivan, 
the deputy assistant secretary of state for 
East Asia, and Richard Pederson, a close 
associate ol Secretary of State William 
Rogers with whom he shared two private 
telephone lines. As one Kissinger aide 
recalled, it was a time of “general 
paranoia.” 

When these wiretaps were finally 
withdrawn in February of 197] the source 
of the leaks still had not been uncovered. 
Perhaps realizing the growing risks of the 
operation, Kissinger and Haig curtailed 
their involvement in it (although Haig did 
continue to meet occasionally with one of 
J. Edgar Hoover's principal lieutenants at 
FBI headquarters to review some of the 
logs) and presidential adviser Robert 
Haldeman assumed control. Although the 
wiretaps were still a closely guarded se- 
cret, from there on, the game would get 
much rougher. 

On June 13, 1971, the New York Times 
published the first installment of the Pen- 
tagon Papers leaked to them by Daniel 
Ellsberg. In July, the White House began 
the organization of the “Plumbers Unit” in 
an attempt to combat this, the most mas- 
sive leak in White House history. Round 
three hed begun. It would climax one 
year later on June 17, 1972, in a posh, 
Washington office building named the 
Watergate. 
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| an acceptance of a coalition government if the NLF won 
seats in the newly elected National Assembly. Long put off 
by Washington, Thieu now demanded a face-to-face 
meeting with Nixon. "The policies of the two nations can- 
not be solved very easily over 10,000 miles of water," Thieu 
informed reporters. Nixon reluctantly agreed to meet 
Thieu on Midway Island. 
Before Nixon departed for Midway, he added another 
| element to his emerging Vietnam policy. The May 14 tele- 
vision speech largely reflected the beliefs of Kissinger. But 
there was another view in the administration, that of the 
new secretary of defense, Melvin Laird. 

Laird was not at all surprised at the early lack of prog- 
| ress in ending the war; nor did he believe that Nixon's 
new peace initiative would break the diplomatic dead- 
lock. In his view, the United States was in need of a 
“trump card" to prevent either South Vietnam or North 
Vietnam from exercising a veto over America's extrication 
from the war. If Kissinger believed that the objective of 
American policy should be to preserve its credibility and 
prestige and Nixon believed that the U.S. could preserve 
| the governmeni of South Vietnam, Laird’s views were 
| more practical. He believed that so long as the adminis- 
| tration was “bogged down” in Vietnam it would be 

unable to gain Congressional approval to fund defense 
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A filmstrip of 
cartoons drawn from 
Hanoi newspapers of 1969 
lampoons President Nixon 
and the eight-point peace plan. 


requirements that he felt were badly needed in other parts 
of the world. Moreover, the Nixon administration’s domes- 
tic initiatives would become politically paralyzed and the 
reelection of the president would be endangered. 

Laird was the first professional politiciam to serve as 
secretary of defense. Previously, presidents had hoped to 
keep that office bipartisan by appointing men with strong 
managerial backgrounds, all the better to cope with the 
Pentagon's sprawling organization and budget. It was a 
belief epitomized by John Kennedy's nomination of the Re- 
publican Robert McNamara. For all their difficulties with 
McNamara, the uniformed military had never confronted 
the politically oriented office run by Melvin Laird. William 
Westmoreland, by then army chief of staff, recalled that 
“Laird appeared to distrust the Joint Chiefs, seemingly 
unable to accept, as a consummate politician himself, that 
we were apolitical.” 

Laird was not only a “consummate politician” but a 
born one as well. His grandfather was a Wisconsin lieu- 
tenant governor, his father a state senator. After gradu- 
ation from Carleton College and wartime service in the 
navy, Laird immediately embarked on his own political 
career. In 1946, he won a seat in the Wisconsin senate, at 
twenty-three, the youngest in the state's history. Six years 
later, he was elected to the U.S. Congress, quickly earning 





a seat on the Defense Appropriations Subcommittee. He 
developed a reputation as a "hawk" and committed 
himself early to Barry Goldwater's candidacy in 1964. 
Four years later, however, he turned to Republican mod- 
erates, backing first George Romney and later Nelson 
Rockefeller. 

As secretary of defense, Laird persuaded Nixon to em- 
brace Johnson's emphasis in 1968 on upgrading South 
Vietnam's forces and, in fact, to elevate that policy to strat- 
egy. It was Laird who coined the term Vietnamization. 
Speaking before the AFL-CIO Convention in October 
1969, Laird explained the difference between his program 
and Johnson's plan: 


The previous modernization program was designed to prepare 
the South Vietnamese to handle only the threat of Viet Cong in- 
surgency that would remain after all North Vietnamese regular 
forces had returned home. It made sense, therefore, only in the 
context of success at Paris. It was a companion piece to the Paris 
talks, not a complement and alternative. Viemamization, on the 
other hand, is directed toward preparing the South Vietnamese 
to handle both Viet Cong insurgency and regular North Viet- 
namese armed forces regardless of the outcome in Paris. 


Thus when Nixon met Thieu at Midway Island on June 8, it 
was not negotiating procedures that he wanted to discuss. 
Already in Saigon, Ambassador Ellsworth Bunker had in- 
formed Thieu that the top item on Nixon's agenda was the 
reduction of American troop strength in Vietnam. Now 
Thieu told the American president, "We have claimed for 
years that we were getting stronger. If it is so, we have to 
be willing to see some Americans leave.” After agreeing 
on a public statement, the two presidents went to meet the 
press. President Nixon began: "I have decided to order 
the immediate redeployment from Vietnam of the divi- 
sional equivalent of approximately 25,000 men... .” Viet- 
namization was policy; America was on its way out. 








A midsummer's shadow dance —— 





In the attermath of the American initiatives, the eight-point 
peace plan, and the first announcement of a troop with- 
drawal, both sides took a series of steps, seemingly uncon- 
nected and deliberately ambiguous. Were they tentative 
steps toward accommodation? Tactical readjustments to 
prepare for future military operations? Politically moti- 
vated steps to appeal to world opinion? Each was con- 
ducted so as to disguise the real motive and therefore to 
obscure whether any progress was being made to end the 
war. 

Immediately following the Midway meeting, the NLF 
announced that it had established a “provisional revolu- 
tionary government,” which sought to give the insurgents 
equal status with the Saigon regime. The PRG was soon 
recognized as the legitimate government of South Vietnam 
.by fifteen governments from among the Communist bloc 


and their allies. The State Department dismissed the move 
as "the same old wine in a new bottle," but optimists sug- 


gested that it might be a hint that the NLF felt a political | 


settlement was near. Under this assumption, the formation | 


of the PRG would aid the Communists in their peaceful 
competition with Thieu's government. 

More important was the news from the battlefield. By 
late July, it was clear that enemy activity had been drop- 
ping sharply for nearly two months. Enemy attacks dimin- 
ished by nearly 50 percent from their rate in May, and 
U.S. combat deaths in mid-July reached their lowest level 
of the year. Of greater significance were the intelligence 
reports. For the first time in years, the American command 
was not predicting a new Communist offensive for the 
simple reason that captured documents indicated none in 
the offing. Pessimists argued that such lulls in the fighting 
were not unusual and simply reflected the normal tempo 
of the war, in which the enemy coordinated its attacks 
during the rainy season and refreshed itself during the dry 
summer. But others felt that this lull was different, a “gut 
feeling,” according to one long-time correspondent. 
"Some of the highest American military commanders... 
will admit that something is now different.” 

Many of Nixon’s critics thought they knew what that dif- 
ference was. Pointing out that orders from Hanoi gener- 
ally took about four weeks to be felt on the battlefield, they 
maintained that the lull, first registered in mid-June, was a 
response to Nixon's May 14 television address. Some, like 
Averell Harriman, former ambassador to the Paris nego- 
tiations, suggested that the war would be deescalated not 
through negotiations but through small unilateral steps 
recognized by the other side. They challenged the presi- 
dent to take the next step. Specifically, they urged Nixon to 
rescind President Johnson's standing orders to maintain 
“maximum pressure.” 





In mid-July, Nixon met the challenge. Secretly, he au- | 


thorized Defense Secretary Laird to issue new guidelines 
to General Abrams in Saigon. The new instructions, effec- 
tive August 15, ordered Abrams to give his top priority to 
providing "maximum assistance” to the South Vietnamese 
to strengthen their forces. Abrams was also ordered to 
“hold down" American battlefield casualties. Henry Kis- 
singer later reporied that at the last minute President 
Nixon changed his mind (probably fearing that he was 
making on undue civilian interference in the conduct of 
the war) and asked Laird not to send the orders, but it was 
too late. Laird had already sent them to Saigon. But Kis- 
singer concluded that it made no difference. “Given our 
commitment to withdrawal, they reflected our capabilities, 
whatever our intentions.” 

In the end, the pas de deux of summer produced no re- 
sults. Each side left the motivation for its decision deliber- 


ately vague. Each side felt that any announcement that it | 


was deescalating the conflict would be perceived as a 
sign of weakness by the adversary. Kissinger himself fol- 
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lowed this line of reasoning in his analysis of the enemy's 
“summer lull.” “No one,” he wrote, “asked the question 
whether the lull might reflect the fact that our strategy was 
succeeding.” The ground was set, not for further deescala- 
tion, but for its opposite. 

By early fall 1969, none of the major dilemmas faced by 
the administration as it took office had disappeared. The 
stalemates continued in Paris and South Vietnam. Thieu‘s 
government remained too weak for the U.S. to make any 
peace proposal that might prove acceptable to Hanoi. 
Vietnamization could produce no quick or dramatic solu- 
tion; it was at best a long-term insurance plan. 

Henry Kissinger now returned to a thought he had pre- 
viously uttered only in private. In May, he had warned So- 
viet ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin that if there was no 
progress in Paris, the U.S. would “escalate the war.” In 
early September, Kissinger called together a select group 
of NSC staff members to develop plans for what he called 
a "savage, punishing” blow aimed at North Vietnam. Ac- 
| cording to Roger Morris, a Kissinger aide at the time: 


At a minimum, the attack plan would include the mining of the 
port of Haiphong and inland waterways, a naval blockade, and 
intensive bombing strikes at military targets and population cen- 
ters. The group was also instructed to consider the options of 
bombing the Red River dikes to flood the vital farm land of North 
Vietnam and closing the rail supply lines at the Chinese border. 
| The study was to be undertaken in total secrecy from the rest of 
the government. 


Morris reports Kissinger as concluding, “I can't believe 
that a fourth-rate power like North Vietnam doesn't have 
a breaking point.” 

Fearing domestic and international reaction, Nixon 
shelved Kissinger's secret plan for a dramatic escalation 
| of the war, for the time being at least. But it was more diffi- 
cult to dismiss the thinking behind it. Earlier in his career, 
Kissinger had criticized America's defensive posture after 
negotiations began to end the Korean conflict. He believed 
that such timidity only prolonged the negotiations, con- 
cluding, “Our insistence on divorcing force from diplo- 
macy caused our power to lack purpose and our negotia- 
tions to lack force.” Understandably, Kissinger has been 
| more circumspect in expressing his views on the relation 
| of force and negotiations in the Vietnam conflict. But in his 
memoirs he does indicate that his own thinking had not 
changed much: "Analytically, it would have been better to 
offer the most generous proposal imaginable—and then, if 
rejected, to seek to impose it militarily.” 

There were, therefore, many unanswered questions 
within the administration in the early fall of 1969. Publicly, 
it appeared to have a well-established two-pronged pol- 
icy: to pursue negotiations and, if they failed, to rely on 
Vietnamization as a means of extricating the United 
States. But this policy merely represented the areas of 
agreement within the administration. Still to be decided 
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was how America’s military might could be brought to 
bear, especially in light of the new battlefield orders is- 
sued by Laird. 

Further complicating matters was a dramatic an- 
nouncement from Hanoi on September 5, 1969. Ho Chi 
Minh had died. Now the Nixon administration faced a new 
line-up in the North Vietnamese Politburo. Would a firm 
display of force cause the enemy to buckle under the pres- 
sures of internal disagreements, or would a clear course 
of accommodation encourage the new leadership to recip- 
rocate in order to get the war off their backs? If the presi- 
dent was not yet willing to make up his mind, it was at 
least clear that the shadow dance of summer was over. 
The "signals" [rom Hanoi stopped, while the message 
from the antiwar movement at home grew clearer. 





Dissent 





As the summer of 1969 drew to a close, the new adminis- 
tration began to sense a coming domestic challenge, and 
not without reason. Students would soon be returning to 
campuses across the nation. Over the summer, two sepa- 
rate groups representing the tactical poles of antiwar pro- 
test planned massive actions for the fall. At first operating 
separately and eyeing each other suspiciously and later 
coordinating their efforts, they would together lead the 
largest antiwar demonstrations in the nation's history. 

The Vietnam Moratorium Committee was the first to 
weigh in with its plans. Led largely by moderate political 
veterans of the McCarthy and Kennedy presidential cam- 
paigns, the VMC announced an escalating program for a 
monthly “moratorium” on “business as usual” for the du- 
ration of the war. The moratorium would begin with one 
day in October and add one day each month. The first 
moratorium was scheduled for October 13. 

Although focusing their organizing efforts on college 
campuses, VMC leaders hoped to reach far beyond the 
old antiwar movement. Sam Brown, chairman of the VMC, 
argued that "it's not just a small group of tired old peace- 
niks or a fringe percentage of radicals that are willing to 
protest the war. It's millions of Americans in every part of 
the country, even places like Mississippi—all they need is 
a little push and the right channel.” The VMC kept its dis- 
tance from the radical left and confrontational politics 
and, by early fall, began to collect the support of "estab- 
lishment” figures, among them John Kenneth Galbraith, 
labor leader Walter Reuther, and even the chairman of 
Nixon's own Republican party, Rogers Morton. Forty 
members of Congress endorsed the moratorium, and a 
group of legislators attempted to keep the House in ses- 
sion the entire night of October 14 in recognition of Mora- 
torium Day. The Nixon administration inadvertently lent a 
hand on September 27 when President Nixon, responding 
to a question on the protests, said, “Under no circum- 
stances, will I be affected whatever by it.” The adminis- 


tration’s indifference only spurred antiwar activists to 
greater action. 

On M-day, October 15, observances took place all over 
the country. The number of participants was estimated at 
] million, but in fact, it was uncounted and uncountable. 
As Time magazine pointed out, “the significance of M-day 
was less in the numbers of participants than in who the 
participants were and how they went about it.” In North 
Newton, Kansas, an antique bell tolled 40,000 times, once 
for each American killed in the war; at Nixon's alma ma- 
ter, Whittier College, a "flame of life” was lit as “a con- 
stant reminder of those who have died and are dying in 
Vietnam.” Predictably, the largest demonstrations took 
place in such cities as San Francisco, Boston, and New 
York. But even in those cities, the participants were as 
likely to be in business suits as blue jeans. On Wall Street, 
observances began at Trinity Church with a reading of 
the names of the war dead. At noon, the Businessmen's 
Rally drew 20,000 from Manhattan's concrete jungle. 

Nor were Moratorium Day activities confined to the U.S. 
Demonstrations by Americans took place in Copenhagen, 
London, Paris, Dublin, Tokyo, and Sydney, often with gov- 
ernment employees participating. More poignant were the 
protests of American servicemen in South Vietnam. Fitteen 
members of a platoon of the Americal Division wore black 
armbands on patrol. Four of them were wounded later 
that day. At Tan Son Nhut air base, a half dozen airmen 
also wore the black armbands. It was a portent. Antiwar 
dissent was spreading even into the armed forces. 

On October 20, the leaders of the Moratorium an- 
nounced to the press their plans for a two-day Morato- 
rium on November 13-14, to permit coordination with a 
march on Washington on November 15 directed by an- 
other antiwar group, the New Mobilization Committee To 
End the War. Unlike the VMC, the New Mobilization be- 
lieved in confrontation and nonviolent resistance but ex- 
cluded such violence-prone groups as the Weatherman 
faction of Students for a Democratic Society. Initially, the 
VMC had feared that the more radical direction of the 
New Mobe would frighten its moderate supporters, but as- 
surances of nonviolence brought the two groups together. 

While the New Mobe and the VMC were planning their 
November programs, the Nixon administration went on 
the offensive. First, the president unleashed Vice President 
Spiro Agnew. In a series of speeches, Agnew raised to 
new heights the level of rhetorical confrontation between 
the administration and its critics. After labeling the anti- 
war protesters as “an effete corps of impudent snobs who 
characterize themselves as intellectuals,” he attacked the 
“liberal establishment press” for its coverage of the ad- 
ministration. Ironically, the most radical enemies of the 
administration cited Agnew's speech as confirmation of 
their own grievances against the press. 

The highlight of the Nixon counteroflensive was a tele- 
vised speech on November 3. Against the advice ol his en- 


tire cabinet and Henry Kissinger, he made no concession | 
to the protesters. Rather, he defended America's inter- | 
vention in Vietnam and speaking to “the great silent ma- | 


jority of my fellow Americans,” asked for “your support.” 
Later, he informed the press that he would view a football 
game on the day of the great march. 


The administration's rhetoric violated one of Kissinger's 


cardinal principles of the conduct of foreign affairs, to 
avoid the incitement of domestic passions, or what Eng- 
land's Lord Canning called "the fatal artillery of public 
excitation." In his memoirs, Kissinger wrote, "My attitude 
towards the protesters diverged from Nixon's. He saw in 
them an enemy that had to be vanquished; I considered 
them students and colleagues with whom I differed.” In a 
private memorandum to the president he cautioned, "at- 
tacking this group head-on is counterproductive.” 
Kissinger's analysis proved correct. The demonstrations 
of November 13-15 surpassed the planners’ expectations. 


The ceremonies began on November 13 with a dramatic | 


“March against Death,” in which a single file of 40,000 
people walked in silent vigil from Arlington National Cem- 


etery to the White House and Capitol. Each marcher car- | 


ried a candle and a placard bearing the name of an 
American soldier killed or Vietnamese village destroyed 


in the war. Leading the march was Judith Droz, whose | 
husband had been killed in Vietnam the previous spring. | 


She came, she said, “to express my feelings and those of 
my late husband that the U.S. should get out of Vietnam 
immediately.” 

On Saturday, November 15, the warm drizzle of the 
previous two days gave way to clear blue skies and 
plummeting temperatures. In the freezing cold, 250,000 to 
300,000 participants marched from the Capitol down 
Pennsylvania Avenue to the Washington Monument. 








Marchers bore placards reading “Silent Majority for | 


Peace,“ and parade marshals carefully monitored the 
event. Its peacefulness defied all dire predictions. Only a 
splinter demonstration at the Justice Department disturbed 
the mood of the day. 

In the end, the dissenters’ “fall offensive” and the ad- 


ministration's response only introduced another stalemate | 


into the administration's policy making. The government 
received notice that the antiwar movement was alive and 
growing, but the protesters gained little sense of having 
affected American policy. As Kissinger put it, “Neither 
could achieve what both yearned for: an early negotiated 
end to the war in Vietnam.” 


Hanoi mourns 

The effects ol the fall's antiwar activities were watched no- 
where with greater interest than in North Vietnam. Bui 
Hanoi, in the fall of 1969, was a different place, subdued, 
in mourning, as it had been since September 5, 1969, 
when Nhan Dan, Hanoi's official newspaper, had tersely 
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a. Powers of the North 


With the death of the charismatic Ho 
Chi Minh (right), leadership of North 
Vietnam fell to his comrades, among 
them the cool prime minister, Pham 
Van Dong (left above), and the fiery 
military leader, General Vo Nguyen 
Giap (left below), all three pictured 
here in November 1968, ten months be- 
fore Ho's death. 














reported “With deepest sorrow, the Central Executive 
Committee of the Vietnam Lao Dong Party . . . informs the 
whole party and the whole people of Vietnam that Com- 
rade Ho Chi Minh, had passed away on September 3, 
1968, at 9:47 A.M." 

Even the Saigon-based Vietnamese Guardian, ignoring 
for a moment the division of Vietnam into two countries, 
admitted, "Vietnam loses its unique politician of truly in- 
ternational status. With President Ho's death, a legendary, 
almost mythological figure disappears from the inter- 
national political scene." 

Along with the mighty of the Communist world, thou- 
sands of Vietnamese filed in and out of Ba Dinh Congress 
Hall to catch a final glimpse of their beloved leader. Lying 
in a glass sarcophagus, his frail, thin body was clothed in 
his familiar, worn khaki outfit. At his feet, enclosed in a 
separate glass box, lay his sandals fashioned from old, 
used tires—a symbol of the president's privations and long 
marches during the French Indochina War. 

At 7:30 A.M., on September 9, the funeral service began 
and all of Hanoi stopped to listen, nearly a million strong, 
at loud-speakers hastily erected across the city. Major 
Dinh Ngoc Lien led the Peoples Army Band in the na- 
tional anthem, in the same place where twenty-four years 
earlier, almost to the day, he had opened the ceremony at 
which Ho proclaimed his country's independence. 

Le Duan, the party's first secretary, delivered a short 
oration, his voice quavering with emotion. On the podium 
several of North Vietnam's leaders, including Pham Van 
Dong, burst into tears, as Le Duan concluded, "President 
Ho Chi Minh, the great leader, the loved and revered 
master of our party and people, lives forever.” 

American policy makers were naturally less interested 
in Ho's place in history than in trying to fathom what his 
death would mean for the conduct of the war. Douglas 
Pike, perhaps America’s foremost authority on the Viet- 
namese Communists, predicted interparty strife: “I have 
no faith in collective leadership. They will all claim the 
mantle of Ho Chi Minh and they will start to get grabby.” 
An official National Intelligence Estimate agreed: “It 
would be surprising if Ho's death has not introduced some 
uncertainties within the top leadership. Although, his dis- 
ciples have been working together for common goals for 
nearly four decades, they almost certainly have held 
differing views on key issues over the years and it would 
be most unusual if they were devoid of personal 
ambitions.” 

Later events proved both Pike and the NIE poor proph- 
ets. Perhaps their expectations were a consequence of 
| America's selective experience with Communist leader- 
| ships. Having little contact with such countries as China 
and Cuba, American policy makers were most familiar 
with the second generation leadership of the Soviet Union 
and its satellites. For most of these rulers, the revolutionary 
experiences of their predecessors had become ossified, 
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the philosophy of Marxism a rhetorical device to mask 
self-interested pursuit of power. But Ho and his surviving 
comrades—Le Duan, Pham Van Dong, Truong Chinh, and 
Vo Nguyen Giap—were not Kosygin or Brezhnev. These 
men were revolutionaries. 





Ho's legacy —Hanoiss strategy 








For Ho and his followers, Marxism was the driving force of 
their lives, a philosophy that had attracted each of them 
forty years earlier because it answered Lenin's question, 
What is to be Done? Each had come to Marxism first as a 
Vietnamese nationalist, but they had adapted Marxism to 
their own national conditions. Marxism provided a blue- 
print for ending the colonial occupation of the French and 
achieving independence for their country. Above all, how- 
ever, it gave them a certainty of their ultimate success. 
Central to Marxist thought is the idea that the historical 
process cannot be stopped. Neither weapons nor strate- 
gies nor personal courage—though all three were 
needed—could insure success. The great vindicator was 
not power but time. 

Not only did Marxism tell them that this was so, but 
their own lives seemed to prove the Marxist vision correct. 
All of Ho's closest comrades, like Ho himself, had spent 
most of their lives not in the comfort of national power but 
in the privations of resistance. Each had spent time in jail 
or in exile. Each had experienced the battle for physical 
existence in the jungles and mountains of Vietnam, when 
not lack of weapons but lack of food and shelter wasted 
their physical condition. And yet, they had triumphed. 
They had defeated France, one of the world's recognized 
great powers; they had marched victoriously into Hanoi; 
they had fought the world's greatest power to a stalemate 
for over four years. 

While Nixon and Kissinger agonized over the stalemate 
in Vietnam, the new North Vietnamese leadership em- 
braced it. It was confirmation anew that their strategy was 
working. Perhaps the only matter that both sides could 
agree upon was that time was on the side of the Commu- 
nists, the one side from the devout belief in the correctness 
of their Marxist theory, the other from their recognition of 
political reality. 

That America would tire of the war was not, in the view 
of Ho's successors, a matter entirely of their own doing. In 
their theory of revolutionary warfare, successfully applied 
against the French, their enemies would be ground down 
not so much by direct military action as by demoralization. 
The death of Ho Chi Minh atter fifty years of labor for their 
cause served to remind them that patience was their most 
greatly needed virtue and time their ally. They would 
wait. 








Above. A shop owner closes his doors in ob- 
! servance of the moratorium in Washington. 


Right. A participant listens to the speaker 
during one of Boston’s October 15 Morato- 
rium rallies. 


Far right. Antiwar protesters in Berkeley 
| are undeter by rain during the October 
Moratorium r 11 the University of Cali- 
fornia's Sproul Plaza, a landmark of 


protest. 


final leg of the 
ovember 15, 1969. 
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Far left. Demonstrators at an “antiwar lie- 
down" in Manhattan's Central Park during | 
the November Moratorium. 


Below. Businessmen join a rally at noon on 
Wall Street, October 15. 











Above. Protesters begin the long "March 
Against Death” from Washington's Arling- 
ton Cemetery to the Capitol building on 
November 13. 


Left. New York City’s October Moratorium 


concludes with an evening rally in front of 
St. Patrick's Cathedral. 


Right. On patrol near Chu Lui, a soldier of 
the 198th Infantry Brigade and more than 
half his platoon wear black armbands to 
show support for the Moratorium. 








One War: A New Strategy 























Of all the controversies surrounding the Viemam 
War, few seem so difficult to unravel as an as- 
sessment of the Communist Tet offensive of 1968. 
One point, however, on which every observer 
seems to agree is that the offensive resulted in a 
psychological setback for the American and 
South Viemamese cause. This psychological de- 
feat has largely been perceived as affecting the 
civilian political leadership and public opinion in 
America. But the psychological effects of Tet were 
also visible within the ranks of the army itself, as 
__ veteran officers began, for the first time, to ques- 
| tion publicly the prevailing military strategy. 
One such officer, Lieutenant Colonel Richard A. 
McMahon, had served in intelligence units both 
in Vietnam and at CINCPAC headquarters in 
Honolulu. Writing in the journal Army in early 
McMahon argued, “When a fighting ma- 
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their employment.” He termed the prevailing strategy a 
"direct approach . . . the heritage of Clausewitz,” in which 
the "primary objective [is] the destruction of the enemy's 
armed forces by .. . bringing them to battle.” McMahon 
concluded, "It has failed." 

McMahon suggested that the United States reject the 
Clausewitzian paradigm in favor of another classical the- 
ory of warfare, "the indirect approach," as enunciated by 
Britain's famous military theorist, Sir Basil Liddell Hart. 
McMahon described this indirect approach as seeking "to 
dislocate the enemy rather than destroy him. . . . It relies 
heavily on surprise and psychological means to lower the 
enemy's morale, and upon maneuver to disrupt his dis- 
positions, interdict his lines of supply and cut off his routes 
of escape." McMahon concluded that this approach would 
have many advantages. "It would avoid search-and- 
destroy operations in favor of clear-and-hold actions de- 
signed to drive the insurgent permanently and completely 
away from his population base. . . . It would rely on in- 
tensive patrolling by small units and highly effective in- 
telligence agencies to find insurgent bases and caches, 
and to round up insurgent leaders, agents, and 
sympathizers.” 

McMahon found company in an increasing number of 
junior officers. Captain Brian Jenkins offered his views to 
the Rand Corporation in early 1969. He suggested that “in 
Vietnam, the Army simply performed its repertoire even 
though it was frequently irrelevant to the situation.” Jen- 
kins, like McMahon, argued that American commanders 
took a traditional view of the war in which “the losing side 
will be determined primarily by personnel losses. Essen- 
tially it is a strategy of attrition. ... Other notions, such as 
‘winning hearts and minds,’ have been added, but these 
other notions are considered incidental. Our army re- 
mains enemy-oriented and casualty-oriented. War, then, 
is assumed to be a battlefield where tactics rather than 
strategy are important.” Continuing this theme of the pri- 
macy of tactics over strategy, Jenkins concluded that the 
criteria to measure success in the war were “operational 
criteria,” and hence, “the operations are the strategy.” 


LORAPL - 


Jenkins had a unique perspective on the subject. In Octo- 
ber 1968 he had joined a special task force created in July 





| 1968 by the new COMUSMACV, General Creighton 


Abrams, to study America’s strategy over the previous 
four years and to recommend any needed changes. 
Called the Long Range Planning Task Group, or 


| LORAPL, the group concluded its work in March 1970. 


Preceding page. Men of the 7th Marines, Ist Marine Division, 
patrol along the Vu Gia River in the heavily populated Da 
Nang region in 1970. 
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To head the task force Abrams chose an army lieuten- 
ant colonel, Dr. Donald S. Marshall. Abrams's first contact 
with Marshall had come in 1966, when Marshall, then a 
member of the army's PROVN ("Program for the Pacifica- 
tion and Long-Term Development of South Vietnam”) 
study team had briefed Abrams on its work.* This study 
had urged the army to adopt a pacification-oriented strat- 
egy in Vietnam rather than emphasize the “main-force” 
operations then being conducted. Abrams was, at the 
time, deputy chief of staff of the army. 

Thus when Abrams chose Marshall he had a good un- 
derstanding of the type of man he was getting. In fact, he 
asked Marshall “to bring your papers with you,” in other 
words, to use PROVN as the basis for the reconsideration 
of American strategy. Within a month after assuming com- 
mond Abrams had, according to Marshall, a “clear un- 
derstanding that Westmoreland's strategy was not ade- 
quate to do the job that had to be done.” In particular, 
Abrams felt that insufficient attention had been given to 
the “political and human aspects of the war.” 

What Marshall and his group set out to do was to cre- 
ate a new strategy for the United States in Vietnam. In 
fact, Marshall believes that “this was the development of a 
national strategy for Vietnam . . . where none had existed 
before. . . . Attrition is a component of a strategy, but it is 
inadequate." 

On November 26, 1968, LORAPL gave a special brief- 
ing to General Abrams and his senior aides to announce 
its preliminary conclusions. This report evolved, with very 
few changes, into the official, secret MACV Objectives 
Plan, adopted by Abrams in March 1969. Addressing the 
current military situation, the group concluded, 


All of our U.S. combat accomplishments have made no signifi- 
cant—positive—difference to the rural Vietnamese—for there still 
is no real security in the countryside! Our large scale operations 
have attempted to enable the development of a protective shield, 
by driving the NVA and Vietcong main force units out of South 
Vietnam. . . . In pressing this objective, however, we have tended 
to lose sight of why we were driving the enemy back and de- 
stroying his combat capability. Destruction of NVA and VC units 
and individuals ... has become an end in itself—an end that at 
times has been self-defeating. 


In addressing this situation LORAPL realized that it 
was essential first to define those American objectives in 
Vietnam toward which a strategy could be directed. They 
immediately faced a problem. While the development of 
such objectives was clearly the responsibility of figures 
with more authority in Washington, American political 
leaders had been loathe to articulate clear and explicit 
goals. Instead LORAPL found a bewildering array of 
statements from State, Defense, and the White House, of- 





*For more information on the PROVN study, see page 59 of A 
Contagion of War, another volume in “The Vietnam Experience.” 


K 


A Popular Force soldier, armed with his new M16 rifle, stands guard in the village of Dai Phuoc, near 
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| ten contradictory in nature. LORAPL's first task was to 
| shape these statements into a “single, internally consistent, 
coherent statement of objectives,” according to Marshall. 
The result was the first set of precisely defined American 
objectives in the war. LORAPL described the “ultimate 


objective” as 


A free, independent and viable nation of South Vietnam that is 
not hostile to the United States, functioning in a secure environ- 
ment both internally and regionally. 


Since the achievement of this objective depended to a 
great extent on the abilities of the government of South 
Vietnam rather than on American military performance, 
LORAPL was unable to summon much optimism: “In view 
of socio-cultural and economic factors that preclude suc- 
cessful rapid planned change, most social scientists would 
estimate that at least two decades would be required to 
achieve the ultimate U.S. objective in Vietnam.” Abrams's 
planners were well aware that the American public 

| would never accept another twenty years of American 
combat in Vietnam. “Lack of time,” they concluded, “is the 
greatest threat to achievement of the present U.S. objec- 
tives in Vietnam.” 

To remedy this depressing conclusion, LORAPL recom- 
| mended the adoption of "immediate" and "intermediate" 
| U.S. objectives that could be accomplished in a reason- 

able period of time. They further urged that achievement 
of these objectives be labeled “a win,” which would in- 
crease public confidence in America’s role in Vietnam 
| and perhaps buy sufficient time to reach the “ultimate” 
objective. LORAPL suggested two immediate objectives: 
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* An environment of reasonable security within key 
areas of South Vietnam. 


* À realistic basis for the government of Vietnam and 
its people to proceed with building a free and inde- 
pendent nation. 


If these objectives could be met, then the U.S. effort could 
proceed toward the two "intermediate" objectives: 


* Expanded areas of secure environment within which 
the GVN carries out national development programs. 


* Solidified basis for the GVN and its people to con- 
tinue developing meaningful institutions and an envi- 
ronment for beneficial economic growth and social 
change. 


In his Commander's Summary of the final MACV Ob- 
jectives Plan, Abrams accepted these objectives. He also 
secured Ambassador Ellsworth Bunker's approval of 
them. In fact, according to Marshall, Abrams had "kept 
the ambassador totally informed" of LORAPL's work and 
the two men "were working hand in glove." Abrams and 
Bunker then sent the objectives to Washington for 
approval but never received a reply. Still, Marshall con- 
cluded, "We continued to work under that set of objec- 
tives... . We had to have these objectives from both the 
planning and operational standpoints.” 

The unwillingness of America's political leaders to en- 
dorse these objectives was probably a result of their wish 
to maintain freedom of action in pursuing a Vietnam pol- 
icy, especially in the negotiations. It left open the very real 
possibility that while Abrams was pursuing a particular 
set of objectives in Vietnam, Kissinger might be trying to 
achieve entirely different ones in the negotiations in Paris. 

In accepting the LORAPL objectives, Abrams elabo- 
rated on the thinking behind them. A foremost concern 
was American public opinion; the electoral process would 
serve as his milestones. "A failure to achieve measurable 
success by July 1970 may be expected to result in wide- 
spread disillusionment with the Congress. By the time 
Congressional campaigns reached their peak in the sum- 
mer of 1970, we may expect to see a change of support on 
the part of Congressional incumbents as they attempt to 
retain control of the electorate.” July 1970 was thus 
adopted as the deadline for achievement of these immedi- 
ate objectives. Similarly, Abrams reported, “The inter- 
mediate objective must be achieved by 30 June 1972, prior 
to the Congressional and Presidential campaigns. . . . Ad- 
ditional ‘time’ for achieving a ‘win’ beyond that point can- 
not be reasonably expected." 

In a major departure from earlier planning, MACV de- 
cided to use pacification gains and not enemy reversals as 
the major index of progress. Abrams established the spe- 
cific goal "to increase the relatively secure areas to in- 
clude 90 percent of the population by June 1972" as an 
indication that the intermediate objectives had been met. 


| 
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“One war” 


Establishing new objectives was only a first step. Still to be 
answered was, how do we get there? Looking at Amer- 
ica's earlier strategy, Abrams saw three “interrelated 
thrusts”: “Destroying enemy main force units,” estab- 
lishing a “militarily secure climate,” and “improving na- 
tional development.” However, Abrams concluded, "Al- 
though all three thrusts were conducted simultaneously 
well into 1968, high priority was given to the first. The 
other two were given a relatively low weight of effort.” 
Now MACV adopted the “one war concept” earlier pro- 
claimed by Ambassador Bunker. Abrams described this 
as “a strategy focused upon protecting the population so 
that the civil government can establish its authority as op- 
posed to an earlier conception of the purpose of war— 
destruction of the enemy’s forces.” 

Under the one war concept Abrams approved a strat- 
egy based upon developing “area security.” This divided 
Vietnamese territory into three types of zones and pro- 
vided for a division of responsibility between American 
and South Vietnamese forces in conducting the war in 
those areas. Under the concept of area security the three 
area classifications were “clearing operations zones,” 
“consolidation zones,” and “secure zones.” “Clearing 
zones” would fall under the responsibility of ARVN com- 
meanders and under the protection of all “Free World" 
Forces. As a clearing zone became free of enemy troops it 
would become part of the “consolidation zone,” respon- 
sible to the province chief and protected by South Viet- 
namese auxiliary troops and American battalions when 
required. Finally, “secure zones’ would be created in 
which only South Vietnamese Regional and Popular 
Forces would be required to provide security (see illustra- 
tion, page 52). 

Abrams cautioned that the security concept was not de- 
signed to provide security for an area. Rather, 


the requirement is to provide security for the populace in the 
areas. Security must be continuous. A hamlet which belongs to 
the enemy at night or even one night a month cannot be consid- 
ered a secure hamlet. 


Once Abrams approved the new MACV Objectives 
Plan in March 1969, he faced the much more serious task 
of gaining its adoption by his superiors in Washington, his 
senior colleagues in the South Vietnamese armed forces, 
and his subordinate American commanders in the field. 
He adopted a different strategy with each group. 

Abrams decided not to send the plan to Washington for 
Defense Department approval. Abrams told Marshall that 
he feared that it would be “nit-picked to death like flies 
buzzing around an elephant.” Instead he dealt with his su- 
periors informally, gradually explaining the most con- 
troversial concepts to them and gaining their piecemeal 
approval. 


With the South Vietnamese, Abrams and Ambassador 
Bunker used gentle persuasion. Keeping President Thieu 
informed and gaining his full approval of the plan, 
Abrams then succeeded in making the MACV Objectives 
Plan the basis for the Combined Strategic Objectives Plan 
of the allied armed forces. Abrams and South Vietnamese 
chief of staff General Cao Van Vien signed the plan in 
March 1970, making it the official strategy of the war. The 
Combined Strategic Objectives Plan may well have been 
the most important document to come out of LORAPL's 
work, since it committed the South Vietnamese armed 
forces to carrying out Abrams's strategy. With American 
forces already rapidly withdrawing from the war, the 
South Vietnamese were going to have to make it work. 

The most difficult group to deal with proved to be the 
American field force and divisional commanders, all 
highly qualified generals. While issuing no direct orders 
to them, Abrams did use his weekly commanders’ confer- 
ence to urge consistently that they operate in accordance 
with the guidelines expressed in the objectives plan. 
Abrams often felt frustrated. On one occasion he told Mar- 
shall, “I have one hundred-odd generals, and only two of 
them understand this war!” Still, Colonel Marshall be- 
lieved that the generals’ willingness to carry out the new 
strategy “varied considerably between commanders, in 
space and over time.” Some, like Prov Corps commander 
army Lieutenant General Richard Stilwell, gave Abrams 
their full support. Stilwell, of course, was backed up by the 
marine generals in I Corps. As for more recalcitrant gen- 











“Fighting Abe.” General Creighton Abrams at his MACV 
headquarters in early 1969. 


erals, Abrams would personally send Marshall to their 
headquarters to brief their entire staffs. Marshall de- 
scribed one such encounter with the II Field Force com- 
mander, Lieutenant General Julian J. Ewell, in III Corps: 


Ewell sat there during the briefing. He chewed up and spat out 
am entire yellow pencil in the course of listening. When it was 
over he stood up, turned around to his staff, and said, "Ive made 
my entire career and reputation by going 180 degrees counter to 
such orders as this,” and walked out. 


In the end Marshall concluded that the acceptance of 
the plan by American commanders was for the most part 
“moot” because American units were, in any case, with- 
drawing from the war. Rather, he pointed out, “We be- 
lieved that it was the important thing for the ARVN to 
adopt it and in many senses ARVN had adopted it before 
the Americans had.” 


The war's new face 


Although he did not approve the final MACV Objectives 
Plan until March 1969, Abrams did not wait that long to 
begin implementing the new strategy. Journalists were 
able to detect a new thrust in American military policy 
earlier that year. The approval Abrams gave to marine 
General Raymond Davis to free most of the troops man- 
ning the “strong points” along the DMZ was only one 
signal. 

For operations in the clearing zones Abrams began to 
adopt the tactics of the enemy, capitalizing on the great 
mobility of American troops to break down or build up his 
units with even greater speed than the VC. Abrams told 
reporters, “We work in small patrols because that's how 
the enemy moves—in groups of four and five. When he 
fights in squad size, we now fight in squad size. When he 
cuts to half squad, so do we.” American operations of bat- 
talion size or larger slowly began to decline, beginning in 
mid-1968 when Abrams took command. In the second half 
of 1968 there were only 384 such operations, compared 
with nearly 600 in the first half of the year. The decline 
continued into 1969 and 1970 when the number of large 
operations dropped to 620 for the entire year. Time maga- 
zine reported, "Few of these actions produce any spec- 
tacular battles. But they are calculated to cripple the 
Communist fight[ing] man’s whole style.” And the maga- 
zine concluded by contrasting “the vast, multi-division- 
sized ‘search-and-destroy’ missions of General William 
Westmoreland and the sting-ray ‘spoiler’ raids that 
Abrams has specialized in.” 

In emphasizing this small-unit war, American troops 
quickly realized that the war among the population had 
not changed much since 1965 or 1966, nor was it any less 
deadly than the main-force war. An army medical study 
reported the grim facts of American casualties, finding 
that those wounded “from fragments (including mines and 


an 


booby traps) rose from 49.6 percent in 1966 to 80 percent in 
1970. The incidence of these wounds was more than triple 
the level incurred in World War II and Korea." The army 
study concluded, "These injuries, often multiple, always 
devastating, pose the most formidable threat to life and 
the greatest challenge to the surgeon." 

One division upon which General Abrams's new tacti- 
cal thrust had little impact was the lst Marine Division, 
now commanded by Major General Edwin B. Wheeler 
from his headquarters near Da Nang. The 1st Marine Divi- 
sion had considered population security its major objec- 
tive ever since the original deployment in early 1966. By 
1970 the division had committed over 2,000 men and offi- 
cers to the Combined Action Platoons to increase effi- 
ciency and performance in that task. In addition, squads 
from the division conducted thousands of patrols in the en- 
virons of villages to keep the Vietcong from coming back. 
The task was not merely to provide security but to make it 
permanent. 

The marine division experienced the frustration of con- 
fronting an enemy “satisfied with just being able to exist.” 
There were few glorious battles for the 1st Marine Divi- 
sion, but examples of individual valor were still numerous, 
such as the actions of Lance Corporal Emilio A. De la 
Garza, Jr. 

De la Garza had enlisted in the marines in 1969 and 
was assigned to Marine Corps exchange duty in Da 
Nang, a relatively safe rear-echelon position. In Decem- 
ber 1969 De la Garza volunteered for transfer into the 2d 
Battalion, 1st Marines, lst Marine Division. As a member 
of Company E, he was engaged in a routine nighttime pa- 
trol on April 11, 1970, when his squad spotted two enemy 
soldiers armed with an RPG rocket launcher. The marines 
fired, killing one, but the other guerrilla dove into a 
nearby flooded paddy. The marines flushed him out by 
throwing grenades into the water. As De la Garza and his 
platoon commander began to drag the enemy soldier from 
the water, the corporal noticed the struggling guerrilla 
reach for a grenade. De la Garza pushed his platoon 
leader aside and smothered the grenade. De la Garza's 
death represented the only marine casualty; he was post- 
humously awarded a Medal of Honor for his “prompt and 
decisive action, and his great personal valor in the face of 
almost certain death.” 

Abrams's strategy spread the experiences of the Ist 
Marine Division to countless other units, such as the lst 
Battalion, 50th Infantry, and the 4th and 25th infantry divi- 
sions, as the American military effort shifted from the war 
of battalions to the search for guerrilla fishes. With his 
concentration of troops near population centers and with 
his new orders to hold down American casualties, Abrams 
was still confronted with the problem of the “clearing 
zones.” How could he prevent enemy build-ups in these 
largely unpopulated areas and push outward the frontiers 
of consolidation and secure zones in the face of declining 
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Soldiers of the 25th Infantry Division march an enemy prisoner into camp near Cu Chi in III gue in zur 1969. The 25th - was 
among the units redeployed to protect the population. 





American force strength? His answer was the B-52 Strato- 
| fortress and overall American air power. If the American 
' arsenal was deliberately sheathed in the delicate war 

among the population, it was unleashed as never before 

in the clearing zones and in Laos and Cambodia. 





The sledgehammer 


Because of his cigar-chomping manner, his gruff exterior, 
and his reputation as a protégé of General George S. 
Patton, General Abrams's keen intellect and devotion to 
classical music went unnoticed by many. Often he would 
describe his tactical approach in musical terms. "Some- 
times you need to play the 1812 Overture and now and 
then you have to let the violins play,” is the metaphor he 
used for his "sting-ray” tactics in populated areas. But if 
Abrams brought a new pianissimo to the American tacti- 
_ cal repertoire, he also realized that there was still a place 
to play it fortissimo. 
| In the clearing zones Abrams believed that saturation 
| bombing was the most efficient means to keep the enemy 
off balance and to prevent his massing for attack. He 
could thus use his combat troops for “mop-up operations” 
rather than initiate contact through large troop sweeps. 

Electronic surveillance of the jungles and mountains— 
with portable radar units, various devices that could de- 
tect body heat and heat from engines, and even “people 
sniffers,” which picked up the scent of human urine— 
enabled U.S. and South Vietnamese forces to spot the 
enemy more accurately and without deploying large num- 
bers of troops. MACV even used IBM 1430 computers to 
analyze patterns of enemy operations to predict likely 
times and places of attacks, thus helping to pinpoint the 
enemy. 

In clearing zones nearer to populated areas, Abrams 
used a technique known as “cordon and pile on” or sim- 
ply “pile on.” This technique differed in crucial respects 
from earlier cordon operations as well as from search and 
destroy missions. Previously, the cordon had been used 
largely to conduct police operations. Allied soldiers would 
cordon off a village in an attempt to snare unwary guer- 
rillas. More often such cordons provided an opportunity to 
search a village for possible VC weapons caches and to 
conduct small “civic action” programs such as MEDCAPs. 
In such cases, in the middle of villages, little use was 
| made of artillery or air fire support. 

By late 1968 the cordon technique was more commonly 
used in less populated areas, augmenting if not replacing 
search and destroy operations. In such situations the “cor- 
don and pile on” technique made use of improved tech- 
nologies. Not only could electronic surveillance devices 
make “discovery” of the enemy easier, but the increased 
availability of helicopters made it possible for fewer sol- 

_ diers to be “thrashing about in the jungle,” as one general 
put it. If the enemy was found, reinforcements could be 
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ferried in more quickly and in larger numbers to cordon 
off the area. After the cordon was complete, the area 
would be pounded by artillery and bombers. These tactics 
made increasing use of B-52 aircraft. 

Although B-52s had first been deployed in Vietnam in 
1965, their use had not been widespread until 1968. Sub- 
stantial use of B-52s during the siege of Khe Sanh had 
given American commanders new confidence. in the 
Stratofortresses as they hit enemy positions within less 
than a mile of friendly troops. By the end of 1968 and 
throughout 1969 the B-52s were heavily relied upon as 
both tactical and strategic bombers. 

Once a clearing zone had been saturated with fire, 
ground troops could sweep through the area. It was con- 
sidered the most efficient way to engage the enemy in the 
countryside, preventing him from nearing the population 


centers. "Everyone is employing cordon and pile-on now," 
said Major General Keith L. Ware of the 1st Infantry Divi- 
sion in September 1968. 

Much of South Vietnam's territory was wholly unpopu- 
lated, and Abrams did not want to tie down his troops in 
those areas. Here, more than ever, the B-52s did the work, 
continually pounding enemy rear base areas and keeping 
him off balance. In both 1968 and 1969 the number of B-52 
sorties flown in Southeast Asia surpassed the previous to- 
tal for the entire war, before beginning to decline in 1970 
as the U.S. Air Force withdrew slowly from the war. From 
1968 unti] the end of the U.S. commitment in 1972, B-52 
bomb tonnage represented more than 50 percent of the to- 
tal bomb tonnage dropped on South Vietnam. 

For the most part these sorties were not flown in support 
of combat troops. Only 10 percent of the air strikes were 





While many American troops were redeployed to populated 
areas, the men of the 101st Airborne Division, including these 
members of the 2d Battalion, 506th Infantry, transfer ammuni- 
lion in the sparsely inhabited region along the DMZ. 





flown to support allied forces in immediate contact with 
the enemy. Another quarter of the sorties fulfilled a 
request for an immediate strike on a target of opportunity 
spotted from the ground. The other two-thirds of the strikes 
were simply flown over suspected enemy targets derived 
from all intelligence sources. If there were increasingly 
fewer American soldiers patrolling the unpopulated re- 
gions of South Vietnam, Abrams was not going to let the 
enemy forget that the Americans were still around. 

The B-52 became one of the many controversial weap- 
ons employed in Vietnam. Some reporters likened it to kill- 
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| ing a fly with a sledgehammer. But many field command- 
ers were impressed with its accomplishments. General 

| Westmoreland stated, “Enemy troops fear B-52s, tactical 
air, artillery, and armor, in that order.” Psychological op- 
erations officers reported that they were most successful in 
encouraging enemy defections in units recently hit by a 
B-52. While some field officers gained great faith in the 
bombers, others were less impressed. Colonel Joseph B. 
Conmy, Jr., who as commander of the 3d Brigade of the 
101st Airborne Division directed the attack on Hamburger 
Hill, was reluctant to use B-52s in that situation. While ac- 
knowledging that the enemy placed a high priority on re- 
trieving their dead, Conmy claimed that he never saw a 
dead enemy soldier in the aftermath of a B-52 raid. He, 
like many others, became convinced that the enemy re- 

| ceived prior warning from such strikes. 

Air force Lieutenant General John Vogt, a deputy 
COMUSMACV and former commander of the 7th Air 
Force, reasoned that Soviet trawlers in the South Pacific 
radioed Hanoi whenever B-52s took off from Anderson Air 
Force Base on Guam. He believed that enemy radar 
picked up the Stratofortresses 240 kilometers from the 
coast. A captured NVA platoon leader seemed to confirm 
Vogt's suspicions: "I know that on the B-52 strikes we nor- 
mally had advance warning as to where and when they 
| would occur. The warning usually came by a message 
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from division to the regiment and it normally arrived two 
hours prior to the strike.” Like most of the arsenal de- 
ployed in Vietnam, this “most feared weapon” could make 
a major contribution, but it was far from a panacea. 

The use of the B-52 was not limited to its tactical de- 
ployment within South Vietnam. As Abrams's consoli- 
dation zones and secure zones spread outward, the enemy 
was steadily pushed outward to South Vietnam's western 
borders and into his sanctuaries in Laos and Cambodia. 
B-52s were sent to strike the Ho Chi Minh Trail in Laos for 
the first time in 1969 with both total tonnage and sorties in- 
creasing in subsequent years, even as the total of B-52 
strikes declined. Here, even more than in South Vietnam, a 
virtual armada of electronic sensors, bearing such colorful 
names as Spikebuoy, Acoubuoy, Adsid, and Acousid, at- 
tempted to keep tabs on enemy movements. 

The most important technological advance, however, 
was in the development of precision guided munition, the 
so-called “smart weapons.” These weapons, which 


homed in on their targets, greatly increased the efficiency 
of the weapons employed and lowered the costs of the air 
war, both in money and human life. 

An important dimension of the air war over the Ho Chi 
Minh Trail was the interdiction of enemy supply trucks. 
New technological developments in airborne radar sys- 
tems, such as low-light-level television and forward- 











looking infrared radar, greatly enhanced interdiction ca- 
pability at night and during poor weather conditions. The 
development of the AC-130 gunship, considered the best 
truck-killing weapon in the war, added even more to the 
enemy's cost of supplying his troops. 

The net effect of this increased activity over the Laotian 
panhandle was mixed. The B-52 undoubtedly had the ef- 
fect of keeping the enemy from massing for attack, a sub- 
stantial contribution as the American military effort con- 
centrated on providing population security. But the results 
of the interdiction campaign were uncertain at best. As a 
postwar Department of Defense study concluded, the in- 
terdiction sorties “did hamper the flow of supplies down 
the Ho Chi Minh Trail, and the enemy had to increase his 
efforts to maintain the net flow of material he received in 
[South Vietnam], but interdiction did not choke off 
VC/NVA activity in the South, and all of the estimates of 
supply flows along the trail were uncertain.” 





The new Communist strategy 





On August 23, 1968, North Vietnamese Politburo member 
Truong Chinh, who had been a leading opponent of the 
Tet offensive strategy of 1968, took to the airwaves of North 
Vietnam for a major speech outlining his proposals both 
for future development of North Vietnam as well as for the 
war effort. “We must,” he urged, “grasp the motto of 
‘long-drawn out fight and relying mainly on one's self.’ At 
times, under certain circumstances, we must shift to the 
defensive to gain time, dishearten the enemy, and build up 
our forces to prepare for a new offensive.” Truong Chinh's 
speech, according to Radio Hamoi, was followed by "sev- 
eral sessions of heated debate” within the ruling Politburo. 
It was clear to all members of that group that with the be- 
ginnings of negotiations in Paris, North Vietnam would 
embark on its "talk-fight" strategy, first employed during 
the French Indochina War. But the question remained 
open as to how the Communists would conduct the "fight" 
portion of the equation. After the discussions within the Po- 
litburo were over it became clear that Truong Chinh's 
words had been heeded. 

Much of the pressure for a reexamination of tactics un- 
doubtedly came from the Communist southerners them- 
selves, who had borne the brunt of the Tet ‘68 attacks. One 
year later in April 1969, COSVN announced in Directive 
93: “Never again and under no circumstances are we go- 
ing to risk our entire military force for just an offensive. On 
the contrary, we should endeavor to preserve our military 
potential for future campaigns.” While the directive prob- 
ably reflected the thinking of Communist cadres in the 
South, the subsequent release of Resolutions 9 and 14 (a 
resolution is a COSVN decision that is more fundamental 
than a directive) explicitly confirmed agreement by the 
North Vietnamese Politburo. 

Resolution 9, issued in July 1969, was a frank appraisal 


of shortcomings and mistakes made during the Tet offen- 
sive and included a call for more economical means of 
continuing the fight. The new tactical emphasis was dis- 
cussed in detail in Resolution 14, entitled “On Guerrilla 
Warfare.” This resolution called for the cadres to break up 
main- and local-force units into companies and to trans- 
form the companies into sapper units where possible. 

The term sapper originally referred to combat engi- 
neers. Within the NVA and VC, however, the name, while 
retaining the idea of technological expertise, became as- 
sociated more with commando-raider units. By October 
1969, the enemy had made rapid strides in the change- 
over. One sapper regiment, forty-seven sapper battalions, 
and thirty-one sapper companies had been accepted into 
MACV's enemy order of battle. This total did not include 
the many smaller sapper units organic to local-force bat- 
talions. MACV also estimated that one regiment, ten bat- 
talions, and two companies were in the process of being 
converted from infantry to sapper units. Many of them 
were manned entirely by NVA soldiers. 

An enemy document captured in June 1969 had already ¡ 
made clear the reasons behind the changeover: 


We have created a method of conducting our attacks, success- 

fully using small forces against larger ones. We always develop 

the traditions of such particularly Vietnamese [fighting outfits] 

such as the special action units, the commandos and direct fire | 
artillery units. | 
The document concluded, “We secure victory not through | 
a one-blow offensive, not through a phase of attack, not | 
even through a series of attacks culminating in a final kill. | 
... Victory will come to us, not suddenly, but in a com- | 
plicated and tortuous way.” | 

The new enemy tactics were immediately reflected in 
MACV's statistical compilations. During the second half of 
1969 the level of guerrilla activities- harassment, terrorism, | 
and sabotage—remained at the same level as in the pre- | 
vious six months. However, conventional actions dropped | 
significantly. Battalion-size attacks dropped from 29 to 5 
and smaller conventional attacks from 2,185 to 1,602. In the 
years 1970 and 1971 combined, only 15 battalion-size at- 
tacks by VC or NVA forces were recorded. As one South 
Vietnamese general put it, “From this time on, sapper ac- 
tions were to become the mainstay of enemy activities.” 

As if to punctuate the change in tactics, the Communists | 
staged a daring sapper attack on the huge U.S. base at 
Cam Ranh Bay on August 7, 1969. Just after midnight a 
squad of sappers, obviously aided by a thorough knowl- 
edge of the base, slipped through the northern perimeter 
and made their way through the R & R area to the army 
hospital. Hurling satchel charges through the open doors 
and windows, they followed with several bursts from their 
automatic rifles. The sappers quickly quit the area, blow- 
ing up several buildings as they left the base along a pre- 
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Overhead grenade. A grenade, with its pin 
pulled, attached to a trip wire, is placed in- 
side a can hanging from a tree. When a 
soldier passes underneath, he trips the 
wire, causing the grenade to fall and ex- 
plode on or near him. 
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Bicycle mine. In this common urban booby u. 
trap, explosives are hidden in the hollow Ao = 


frame of a bicycle and connected to a fir- 
ing device secreted in the headlight. The 
explosives detonate after a preset interval. 
In a variation, the detonator is connected to 
a headlight generator, which causes the 
bomb to go off when the bike starts to 
move. 


Coconut mine. A hollowed-out coconut 
shell filled with black powder and buried 
beneath the ground, this mine is detonated 
when a passer-by snags the trip wire, 
which triggers the explosive. 








Booby Traps 





Vietcong booby traps were rudimen- 
tary in their make-up but often 
brilliant in their design and lethal in 
their effects. Most were commonly con- 
structed by old men, women, and chil- 
dren, often from American dud rounds. 
Thousands of American casualties 
were caused by these unseen weap- 
ons. U.S. Marine officers in 1967 esti- 
mated that booby traps caused about 
16 percent of their casualties; the men 
in the field estimated that figure at 
closer to 50 percent. Even if the traps 
didn't wound or kill a soldier, they 
made him hesitate over every step he 
took. Men on patrol took care to follow 
precisely in the footsteps of their pred- 
ecessor, carefully watching the point 
man whose value often lay in his “sixth 
sense” in discovering trip wires. Said 
one booby trap victim from his Saigon 
hospital bed in 1967, “I’d rather be 
over on the Cambodian border fight- 
ing North Vietnamese regulars than 
taking my chances with VC booby 
traps.” The traps depicted here were 
among those most commonly encoun- 
tered by Americans in Vietnam. 
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Spike pits. Two larger versions oí the punji 
trap. The above trap is activated by step- 
ping onto the bamboo top, causing the lid 
lo turn on the axle, dropping the man onto 
the spikes, and close again. Below, a 
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Cartridge trap. One of the most widely en- 
countered booby traps in Vietnam, the trap 
is activated by a soldier stepping on the 
bamboo slat. This causes the cartridge to 
press down on the firing pin, setting off the 
bullet into the soldier's foot. The bullet 
shown is an AK47 round, but other bullets 
were also used. 


axle (pivot rad) 





wooden bridge is first weakened by the 
partial sawing of the boards at the middle 
of the span. Anyone crossing would cause 
the bridge to give way and drop him onto 
the spikes below. 
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| The 13th Valley, John M. Del 
Vecchio's critically ac- 
claimed and best-selling 
novel about a battalion op- 
eration against the 7th NVA 
Front headquarters in a re- 
mote I Corps Valley during 
the summer of 1970, im- 
mortalizes this song, which, 
the author (a combat corre- 
spondent with the 101st) 
says, was ‘allegedly writ- 
ten by an M60 machine 
gunner of the 101st under 
the double-canopy of the 
Ruong-Ruong Valley in the 
spring of 1970. He added 
the music when his unit 
moved into the Elephant 
Valley. In late October ol 





Boonierat Song 


I landed in this country, 
One year of life to give, 
My only friend a weapon, 
My only prayer, to live. 


I walked away from freedom 
And the life that I had known, 
I passed the weary faces 
Of the others going home. 


Boonie Rats, Boonie Rats, 
Scared but not alone, 
300 days more or less 
Then I'm going home. 


The first few days were hectic 
As they psyched my mind for 
war, 


I often got the feeling 
They re trying to tie the score. 


that year I received the words 
from PFC Charles E. ‘Doc’ Bell 
of Wichita, Kansas, who was 
'keeper' of the company song. 
The composer was allegedly 
killed in action." 


The first day with my unit 
We climbed a two klick hill, 
To find an enemy soldier, 
To capture, wound, or kill. 


arranged escape route. The results of the attack: two U.S. 
dead and ninety-eight wounded, nineteen buildings dam- 
aged—and no Communist casualties. 

Despite such apparent successes, hesolution 14 was, 
according to interrogation reports, not popular among the 
rank-and-file of the Vietcong. The massing of main-force 
units in 1964 had seemed to be an indication to the enemy 
“grunt” that victory was near. Now the return to more 
pure guerrilla tactics and the breakdown of large units 
seemed to put their ultimate triumph beyond the horizon. 
Many wondered whether a deal with the United States 
was in the offing and whether the North Vietnamese 
would sacrifice their southern counterparts as part of such 
a deal. The Communist leadership went to great lengths to 
offer reassurance to the fighters but with only limited suc- 
cess. In 1969, over 28,000 enemy soldiers rallied to the 
South Vietnamese government side, more than double the 


| number of 1968. 


Although the new Communist strategy was not a re- 
sponse to the unveiling of Abrams's new tactics—the two 
appeared simultaneously—it did at least partially neutral- 
ize much of the new American approach, especially in III 
and IV Corps where NVA troops were unable to operate 
in the quasiconventional manner they used in I Corps. 
First, the scattering of combat forces into smaller sapper 
units made them much less vulnerable to American fire- 
power, especially B-52 bombings. In addition, the break- 
down of main-force units was preceded by a dispersion of 
supplies as well. Large caches of weapons and food were 
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Boonie Rats, Boonie Rats, 
Scared but not alone, 
200 days more or less 
Then I'm going home. 


The air was hot and humid, 
The ground was hard and dry. 
Ten times I cursed my rucksack 
And wished that I could die. 


I learned to look lor danger 

In the trees and on the ground, 
I learned to shake with terror 
When I hear an A-K round. 


Boonie Rats, Boonie Rats, 
Scared but not alone, 
100 days more or less 
Then I'm going home. 


Boonie Rats a legend 

For now and times to come, 

Wherever there are soldiers 

They'll talk of what we've 
done. 


Boonie Rats, Boonie Rats, 
Scared but not alone, 

50 days more or less 
Then I'm going home. 


They say there'll always be a 
war, 

I hope they re very wrong, 

To the Boonie Rats oí Vietnam 

I dedicate this song. 


Boonie Rats, Boonie Rats, 
Scared but not alone, 


Today I see my Freedom Bird, 
"SKYHAWKS' is our motto, Today, I'm going home. 
"AIRBORNE' is our cry, 
Freedom is our mission, 


For this we do or die. 





no longer necessary for the support of regiment-size units. 
Rather, more numerous and smaller stockpiles were used. 
This put greater stress on the complicated enemy logistics 
system, since planning had to be extended from the regi- 
ment all the way down to the company level. Still, such 
stockpiles were much less vulnerable to discovery and in- 
dividual destruction of caches would be much less harm- 
ful. In a pinch, sapper units could even live off the land. 
Finally, the conversion to sapper units permitted the 
enemy, after suffering such large personnel losses during 
1968, to concentrate its best and most experienced troops 
into elite smaller units. 

That the new enemy tactics served so well to counter 
the Abrams strategy was not altogether a coincidence. 
While Abrams's approach was designed to buy as much 
time for the American effort as possible, the new enemy 
tactics were designed to stretch out their most valuable re- 
source: time. Sapper tactics permitted the enemy to con- 
tinue to fight on his own terms, at the time and place of his 
own choosing. They could regain control of the level of 
their own casualties while the high drama of sapper at- 
tacks was sure to grab headlines and remind the Ameri- 
can public that American soldiers were still dying. In the 
final analysis, the enemy merely wanted to survive until 
the day the Ámericans went home. 


"The dollars and blood sharing plan" 


By early 1969 American political and military leaders 


were well aware of what the enemy was up to. If the Com- 
munists were simply waiting for U.S. troops to withdraw, 
then the Americans would leave behind a surprise for the 
enemy: an improved and modernized South Vietnamese 
armed forces (RVNAF) capable of outlasting the Vietcong 
and NVA. The question would no longer be whether the 
Americans could remain in Vietnam longer than the Viet- 
namese but whether the South Vietnamese could outlast 
the Communists. 

The origins of the Vietnamization program—a term 
coined by Secretary of Defense Laird—stretched back into 
the final months of the Johnson administration. Under Sec- 
retary of Defense Clark Clifford's direction, Johnson ap- 
proved a plan that called for large-scale expansion and 
equipment modernization of the RVNAF and improvement 
in command and control, administration, and logistical 
support operations. The plan established two phases, with 
Phase I based on the assumption that "for the indefinite fu- 
ture, the U.S. would continue to participate in the war at 
then approved levels.” Phase II, on the other hand, envi- 
sioned a mutual withdrawal of U.S. and NVA troops and 
was designed to prepare the RVNAF to fight the remain- 
ing “VC units receiving external support in the form of 
replacements and supplies.” Neither phase was designed 
to prepare the RVNAF to face both the VC and NVA. 

Following Laird's lead, the new Nixon administration 
expanded upon Clifford's plan to enable the RVNAF to 
handle the threat of continued insurgency within South 
Vietnam as well as that posed by NVA regulars. When 
Nixon and Thieu met on Midway Island on June 8, 1969, to 
announce the withdrawal of the first 25,000 American 
troops, the two presidents also agreed upon an accelera- 
tion of Clifford's Phase II plan. Called the “Midway pack- 
age,” the new plan was designed to raise the total 
strength of the RVNAF to nearly 1 million men by 1971. 

Nixon's Vietnamization program was to be imple- 
mented in three stages: 1) ground combat responsibility 
was to be turned over to the RVNAF, with the U.S. contin- 
uing to provide air, naval, and logistical support; 2) the 
RVNAF would develop its own combat support capabili- 
ties in order to achieve self-reliance with the help of U.S. 
military aid and training; and 3) the American role would 
be reduced to a strictly advisory nature. 

Through 1969 Vietnamization began to show some 
steady progress in modernizing RVNAF units. By April 
1969 all ARVN units were equipped with M16 rifles, re- 
placing the older, heavier Mls. ARVN units also received 
supplies of M79 grenade launchers and M60 machine 
guns. The Vietnamese air force grew to 400 aircratt, in- 
cluding one squadron of F-5s, as well as 100 helicopters, 
with 300 more on the way. All told, the U.S. had supplied 
the South Vietnamese with over 700,000 M16s, 12,000 M60s, 
1,200 armored vehicles, 500,000 wheeled vehicles, and 900 
artillery pieces among thousands of items rapidly filling 
South Vietnamese warehouses. 
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In some ways these statistics represented an epitaph to | 


the sorry neglect of the RVNAF over the previous four 
years. Almost all the equipment supplied to the South Viet- 
namese had been standard for American units since 1966. 
For example, the Ist Air Cavalry Division possessed more 
than 400 helicopters of its own in 1965. Now, in 1969, the 
Vietnamization program was slated to provide the entire 
RVNAF with fewer helicopters than this single American 
division. It was no wonder that the Americans had borne 
the brunt of the fighting. 

Still, Secretary of Defense Laird was not convinced that 
the relative paucity of technological equipment was a total 
disadvantage to the South Vietnamese. Laird, like other 
critics of America's military policy in Vietnam, feared that 
the U.S. armed forces had become too dependent on 
weapons like the helicopter. Laird later explained, "I think 
it was proven that the helicopter was very, very expensive. 
We used helicopters effectively on many occasions, but 
certainly on interdiction a helicopter isn't very good. The 
interdiction has to be done on the ground." At least to this 
limited extent Laird was trying to avoid duplicating in 
ARVN some of the problems he perceived in the American 


military. 








Perhaps of greater importance for the future of Viet- | 


namization were the efforts to improve and develop 
RVNAF combat support capabilities. Members of their air 
force required specialized instruction in the United States; 


by August 1969, 1,700 of them were undergoing training at | 


bases in America. For most, it was necessary to learn 
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English, and by January 1969 an English language center 
at Tan Son Nhut had 1,086 enrollees. 

Outside of the classroom, MACV instituted on-the-job 
training programs and mobile training teams to reach 
more RVNAF personnel. On-the-job training was espe- 
cially favored by logistics and technical personnel. Oper- 
ation Buddy, initiated by the U.S. Ist Logistical Command, 
matched a South Vietnamese unit with a U.S. logistical 
unit. After a period in which the Vietnamese first watched 
and then performed the duties of the unit, they returned to 
their former outfit to perform the logistical functions. Under 
Operation Switchback the South Vietnamese returned to 
their own unit along with the American equipment with 
which they had been trained. 

Despite the careful planning by MACV, the Vietnam- 
ization program was attacked by numerous critics and 
skeptics. The Vietnamese dubbed it the “U.S. dollar and 
Vietnamese blood sharing plan.” Some Americans ques- 

| tioned the technical skills of the South Vietnamese in 
maintaining highly sophisticated equipment. “They will 
| have to divert thousands of men from combat units to keep 
| it in repair, which they won't be able to do in the long run 
anyhow,’ one said. Others called attention to the weak- 
| nesses of the South Vietnamese in coordinating supporting 
firepower with actual combat operations, a fact of concern 
to South Vietnamese commanders dependent upon U.S. 
air and artillery support. "We live with the military assis- 
tance of the U.S.” said one ARVN general. “Without that 
| aid, our army would die.” Lieutenant General James 
Gavin, one of the developers of the airmobile concept, was 
particularly concerned about the fate of U.S. helicopters. 
“I don't see leaving sophisticated helicopters and contin- 
uing to replace them. Oh, no,” he prophesized, “that 
would be like dropping them into the Pacific Ocean.” 

Many Americans were sympathetic to ARVN’s handi- 
caps. A typical South Vietnamese infantry unit could ex- 
pect only one-third the number of machine guns, fewer 
radios, and a very small number of the sophisticated 
weapons employed by American units. Whereas a U.S. 
battalion had eighty-two starlight night observation 
scopes, especially effective in aiding nighttime ground re- 
connaissance, an ARVN battalion was slated to receive 
only three. And an American pilot summed up his counter- 
parts’ language difficulties: “I couldn't imagine myself go- 
ing over to learn Vietnamese and fly.” 

MACY, itself, understood these problems and, indeed, 
| was aware of even more severe ones than those posed by 
| technology or language. Structural problems within the 
RVNAF itself were the gravest threat and were partic- 
ularly immune to American solutions. ARVN soldiers were 
drafted at age eighteen and served until they reached 
| forty, if they lived that long. Although entitled to fifteen 

days of leave per year, it was nearly impossible for a sol- 
dier to secure even one day. As a result, many soldiers 
| simply deserted: 125,000 in 1969 and 150,000 in 1970, al- 
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though 25,000 of the 1970 deserters subsequently returned. 
Low pay was an even greater problem. An ARVN captain 
with three children received a salary worth $40 per month 
in 1970; by comparison, a civilian janitor employed at an 
American facility made $60. 

Social problems also deeply divided the RVNAF. Most 
officers came from the upper and middle classes and 
were inclined to treat their socially inferior subordinates 
with contempt. Other social divisions—officers tended to be 
Catholic and urban, enlisted men Buddhist and rural— 
exacerbated the situation. Even within the officer corps so- 
cial distinctions and connections severely hampered the 
army's efficiency. In its report to Kissinger for NSSM-1, 
MACV spotted a cleavage between actual “combat offi- 
cers” and "political officers" who served at division head- 
quarters and in provincial capitals. "Promotions" MACV 
reported, "are still made through negotiation and com- 
promise at promotion boards between general officers.” 
Since the “political officers” were more likely to have the 
“right connections,” “combat officers” were often passed 
over in promotion. “Morale, thereby, is low among these 
Vietnamese field officers who had held the same rank for 
eight or ten years while witness[ing] his colleagues at Sai- 
gon or Corps rapid advance due to favoritism,” MACV 
concluded. Since nearly every military expert believed 
that the quality of officers was the single most important 
determinant of ARVN’s combat effectiveness, MACV pes- 
simistically predicted “the increase in RVNAF effective- 
ness may well be limited.” 

Despite these problems, Laird remained confident that 
Vietnamization could succeed. Still, he admitted later that 
there was one variable beyond America’s control: “There 
was one thing we could never ensure with the Vietnam- 
ization program, and that was the will and desire of the 
South Vietnamese.” In fact, Laird’s statement was an 
ingenous acknowledgement of the structural and social 
problems within the RVNAF. The “will and desire” of the 
Vietnamese was not something that could merely be sum- 
moned forth by an act of courage but rather required an 
organization that inspired such motivation. Its intractable 
problems prevented the RVNAF from becoming such an 
organization. 





An early test 





By mid-1969 the RVNAF modernization program was 
nearly one year old, facilitating Abrams's redeployment of 
American troops to populated areas. The slack was being 
taken up by ARVN in the clearing zones, as the number of 
battalion-size operations conducted by the South Viet- 
namese almost doubled between 1968 and 1969. Increas- 
ingly, ARVN units rather than American ones received the 
call when the enemy attacked. 

Such was the situation in May 1969 when the CIDG 
camp at Ben Het came under siege. Ben Het was an iso- 
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The siege of Ben Het, June 1969. American Special Forces soldiers and Sout 


camp. 
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lated fortification near Cambodia similar to such strong 
points as Khe Sanh and Con Thien in the north. Until April 
1969 it relied on a security umbrella provided by the 4th 
Infantry Division. But when the 4th was redeployed that 
task fell to the South Vietnamese 24th Special Tactical 
Zone commanded by marine Colonel Nguyen Ba Lien. 
Five hundred American artillerymen remained behind to 
provide fire support for the Vietnamese marines. 

When the NVÀ attacked Ben Het in early May, Lien 
sent his men to the rescue. For the first month of the siege 
they fought well, but in a performance reminiscent of the 
mid-1960s, they soon wearied and retired to their secure 
bases, leaving the initiative to the enemy. The American 
artillery forces—stationed at nearby Dak To—had been 
counting on Lien's men to provide base security. Now they 
were forced to perform double duty, guarding their own 
perimeter as well as working overtime to support the be- 
sieged camp at Ben Het. 


More serious were the conditions confronted by Ameri- 
can engineers trying to keep the road between Ben Het 
and Dak To open. In early June, when the NVA opened 
fire the South Vietnamese guard detail simply vanished, 
leaving the Americans to drag their dead and wounded to 
shelter. In two months the engineers suffered 19 men killed 
and 120 wounded. 

As the noose around Ben Het tightened, Lien simply 
made himself scarce. Attempting to direct the counter- 














attack from his vantage point in Kontum, fifty kilometers | 


away, he was unable to make maximum use of the avail- 
able American airpower and artillery. 

And then suddenly, after a two-month siege, the NVA 
simply disappeared. Hanoi announced that Ben Het dis- 
played "a humiliating failure for the U.S. in its plot to de- 
Americanize the war and use Vietnamese to kill Vietnam- 


ese." For once, at least, the enemy's propaganda seemed | 


not to have far surpassed its deeds. 
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The CIDG camp at Ben Het could be resupplied by helicopter only with the aid of a giant smoke screen to hinder the fire of the 
| North Vietnamese. 
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Ben Het was hardly a conclusive test of Vietnamization. 
Many years would pass before the “final test.” But it again 
displayed many of the intractable problems of building an 
effective South Vietnamese fighting force, particularly the 
devastating effect of poor command leadership. 

In many ways the Vietnamization program showed the 
American military at its best and worst. In constructing 
detailed training programs down to company level, in 
providing massive amounts of hardware and supplies, in 
constructing the physical infrastructure to fight a modern 
war, the American military had again shown its genius for 
logistical management. But in confronting the endemic 
problems of the RVNAF the Americans were much less 
successtul. The failure was not that the Americans were 
unable to solve these problems; they could hardly be ex- 


pected to do so. Deeply embedded in the very social sys- 
tem the United States was committed to saving, these 
problems were simply not amenable to an American solu- 
tion and perhaps could be solved by nothing short of a 
revolution in South Vietnam itself. 

That the American military was aware of these prob- 
lems cannot be disputed. General Abrams's response to 
Kissinger's NSSM-1 questionnaire made that clear. They 
chose to ignore these warnings partly out of political pres- 
sure from Washington and partly because Vietnamization 
simply had to work. Otherwise, the attainment of Amer- 
ica's ultimate objective was an illusion. But somewhere in 
the bowels of the Pentagon, in the swarm of memoranda 
and progress reports, the lesson of Ben Het echoed over 
and over again: It won't work. 
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the NVA siege on June 25, 1969. 
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Back to 
Basic 





New recruits expand the ranks of ARVN in 
July 1969 as Vietnamization becomes U.S. 
policy. 
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To the average American, Vietnamiza- 
tion seemed to mean an endless stream of 
equipment and supplies contributed to 
the South Vietnamese, courtesy of the 
American taxpayer. But to the South Viet- 
namese army and their American advis- 
ers, Vietnamization meant a lot of hard 
work. For the new equipment to do its job, 
the Vietnamese had to be trained to use it. 
Throughout 1969 ARVN showed un- 
doubted improvement, but the results 
were nonetheless spotty. 

Good performances by such units as 

the 51st ARVN Infantry Battalion were off- 
set by the continued poor showing of oth- 
ers, such as the 22d ARVN Division. Em- 
ploying what was derisively described as 
“search and avoid” tactics, the 22d set 
i 1,800 ambushes during the three summer 
The newest members of the 5th ARVN Division crawl through an infiltration course in 1969. months of 1969 and netted only six enemy 
The recruits are carrying older MI rifles, since Ml6s were considered too valuable to be KIAs while suffering ten deaths them- 
used by trainees. selves. 
TE S O ©«s HH M The difference between improved and 
lackluster units often lay in the quality of 
Vietnamese NCOs and commissioned of- 
ficers. The American advisory effort gave 
a high priority to the training of these offi- 
cers, but there was only so much that 
could be done. Much of the advanced 
equipment given to the South Viemamese 
proved to be technologically baffling to 
them. Said one American pilot of his 
American mechanics, “My boys have 
been tinkering with cars since they were 
fourteen. They feel comfortable working 
with helicopters. The Vietnamese don't.” 

For all the imponderables in the Viet- 
namization program, it wasn't going to 
fail because of lack of effort. 














ke : "c s 2 
Teaching the ancient art of map reading was as important to Vietnamization as courses in 
modern weaponry. Here new ARVN recruits learn their lessons in infantry school in Thu Duc 
| in September 1969. 
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At NCO combat school in Nha Trang, Vietnamese youths practice firing their M16 rifles. 
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H-IC helicopters recently delivered to the ARVN line up to carry South Vietnamese soldiers into the field. 
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ARVN marines of the 4th Battalion, Marine 
Division, are transported by truck during 
the Parrot's Beak operation in Cambodia in 
May-June 1970. American advisers judged 
ARVN's performance during the operation, 
one of the first real tests of Vietnamization, 
as “better than expected." 


Left. Vietnamization meant more South 
Vietnamese casualties as well. Here a sol- 
dier from the 7th ARVN Division leads a 
buddy back to camp after he was blinded 
during a firefight with the VC in the Me- 
kong Delta, January 12, 1970. 





A soldier of the Ist Battalion, 15th Regi- 
ment, 9th ARVN Division, hustles across a 


rice field during a sweep near Can Tho in 
the Mekong Delta in September 1969. 


























rd 





Toe War ta tie lage 


It may well have been the greatest success of 
America's two-decade-long involvement in Viet- 
nam, but it was a story that seldom made the 
front pages, or even the back pages, of American 
newspapers. One newsman complained, "There 
is nothing very dramatic going on to write 
about.” But William Colby, director of CORDS— 
Civilian and Rural Development Sup- 

_ port—since late 1968, had an answer for him: 
_ Surely he must see that the life of the Vietnamese woman 
inthe village . . . was “dramatically” different from what it 
.. had been a yoar bofore, whon sho had huddled in a refu- 
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| worked and had made a start in planting the new miracle rice. 
| 
Pacification in Vietnam, long the Achilles’ heel of the 
American effort, had finally come of age. By the end of 
1970 COMUSMACV, General Creighton Abrams, had met 
not only his immediate goals as outlined in the MACV Ob- 
jectives Plan but also the intermediate goals (all approved 
| by President Thieu), whose target date was July 1972. 
Over 90 percent of the Vietnamese population lived in se- 
| cure or relatively secure villages. 
| The groundwork for the American side in this success 
| had been laid in 1967 with the development of CORDS by 
| Robert Komer. Colby was free in his praise of what his 
| predecessor had accomplished: “Komer was the man who 
| saw the necessity of putting the military and civilians to- 
| gether into a common strategy and then to solve the prob- 
lem of the military's concern about unity of command by 
| putting Westmoreland in as the commander. . . . That 
| solved all the problems of having a unified strategy under 
| military command, but essentially a political strategy 
| rather than a military." Abrams took the next step by mak- 
| ing pacification “the number one strategy for the war,” ac- 
cording to Colby. 
As Abrams’s deputy for CORDS, Colby developed a 
| three-pronged program from his experiences in the early 
1960s when he had worked closely with the Diem govern- 
ment as a CIA official: “self-defense, self-government, 
and self-development.” 


It isn't a matter of building a school for them. It's a matter of get- 
ting them to help build the school. It isn't a matter of defending it, 
it's a matter of getting them to help defend themselves with your 
support. 


Pacification had never been short on pretty phrases or 
philosophies. The important thing was to translate the pro- 
gram into accomplishments, and here the American effort 
had always foundered where South Vietnamese responsi- 
bilities began. But not after 1968. The shock of the Tet of- 
fensive finally spurred President Thieu and his govern- 
ment to action. “The basic factor,” according to Colby, 
“was that we had finally discovered that the main element 
of the war was the war at the village, rather than the war 
between battalions.” 

In late 1968 Thieu organized the Central Pacification 
and Development Council, an umbrella organization 

| which coordinated the work of the various GVN agencies 
involved in pacitication. He put his personal prestige be- 
| hind the council by acting as its presiding officer, in fact 
as well as name. He established the goals and shaped the 
annual pacification plans. He made it a habit to visit regu- 





Preceding page. The chief of a village near Da Nang, carry- 
| ing a submachine gun, poses with his family at the time of a 
propaganda photo session in 1970. 
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larly the training camps organized for local officials. More 
than that, he fought for and secured passage of important 
legislation and governmental directives that revitalized 
the villages as no previous government had. He was re- 
warded for his efforts. By the early 1970s some observers 
believed that the local, southern-based insurgency “had 
been defeated." Even the more cautious agreed that it had 
been made “manageable.” 


Self-defense 


The provision of constant security for villages had always 
been the first prerequisite of a successful pacification pro- 
gram. Without it, the benefits of development programs 
could either be shattered by enemy attack or their fruits 
fall into the hands of the insurgents. Recognizing this fact, 
one of the first steps Robert Komer took when CORDS was 
organized was to separate the American advisory pro- 
gram to the Vietnamese Territorial Forces—Regional 
Forces and Popular Forces (RFs and PFs)—from the Amer- 
ican military chain-of-command and place it directly un- 
der CORDS’ management. This step, coupled with the 
new resources provided by the Vietnamization program, 
began to bear fruit. By early 1970, 95 percent of all RFs 
and PFs were equipped with Ml6s, a vast improvement 
over their old carbines. Units also received a supply of 
M79 grenade launchers and M60 machine guns. In addi- 
tion, RF-PF troops were given the same fourteen weeks of 
basic training as regular ARVN soldiers. Territorial Force 
strength increased sharply, climbing from 360,000 in 1968 
to over 590,000 in 1971. 

Beginning in 1970 RF-PF units were permitted to recruit 
from among the dratt-age classes (ages eighteen to thirty), 
normally restricted to the regular armed forces. The RFs 
and PFs proved a popular choice among young men. Al- 
though paid as full-time soldiers, they were able to re- 
main near their villages and families. South Vietnamese 
officials, while preferring that such men join ARVN, real- 
ized that they would otherwise be good candidates for 
desertion or for a local Vietcong unit. 

In addition, the GVN established eight new training 
centers for territorial forces—two in each Corps zone. 
RF-PF units were also required to undertake periodic re- 
fresher courses. Such efforts, however, often proved in- 
effective, as they had since 1961, because province chiefs 
were reluctant to give up their troops for the training pe- 
riod or pay the required transportation costs. 

In part to remedy this situation, the American military 
instead came to the Territorial Forces. The marines had 
initiated such a program in 1965, the Combined Action 
Platoons. Now these were expanded into Combined Ac- 
tion Groups. Where CAPs had been limited to a marine 
rifle squad operating with an RF company, the CAG as- 
signed an entire marine company to an RF battalion. 
Company headquarters worked with battalion headquar- 








MACV personnel attend a briefing on pacification at MACV headquarters, Tan Son Nhut air base, 1970. 








ters; a marine platoon was assigned to each RF company; 
each squad to an RF platoon, and so on down the line. 
Like the CAPs, the CAGs produced mixed results, but they 
did make the advisory effort more comprehensive. 

The army, as well, came up with an innovation—the 


. Mobile Advisory Teams, first developed in late 1967. Oper- 


ating under the supervision of the local province and dis- 
trict advisory teams, each MAT consisted of two U.S. Army 
officers, three enlisted men, and an interpreter. They of- 
fered advice on such matters as field fortifications, barrier 
systems, small-unit operations, and ambushes and also 
gave instruction in medical treatment and the care of 
weapons. 

These different efforts greatly enhanced the effective- 
ness of the RFs and PFs in providing rural security. 
Throughout 1969 the number of small-unit and nighttime 
operations showed a steady increase. RF operations in- 
creased from 150,000 to over 200,000 per month during that 
year, while PF operations increased some 40 percent. 
These operations were a crucial part of providing security, 
since they prevented entry by the VC into a village during 
the night. The common experience of the years prior to 
1967, when Territorial Forces retired to the safety of their 








bunkers at darkness, thus giving the insurgents free ac- 


cess to the villagers, had become a thing of the past. By 
March 1970 MACV determined that nearly 90 percent of 
all RF-PF units possessed firepower equal or superior to 
that possessed by the enemy. 

Of less significance militarily, but of far greater impor- 
tance psychologically, was the organization of the civilian 
population inio the People’s Self-Defense Force. The idea 
was not new. Rather, it had been consistently rejected by 


South Vietnamese leaders who feared that the weapons | 


given to villagers would either fall into VC hands, or 


worse, be used by the villagers themselves against the | 


government. Colby offered persuasive counterarguments. 
The VC, he argued, had a sufficient supply of modern 
AK47s and had little use for the ancient carbines he pro- 


posed to parcel out. The second argument he turned on its | 


head: “The concept was the political one of indicating 





confidence in the villager, of giving him a gun that he 


could use to shoot you.” 
With the cautious cooperation of the Saigon govern- 
ment, the PSDF began slowly under Komer in i968 and 


grew rapidly, but not haphazardly, after Colby took over | 


in November 1968. Using an "oil-spot concept,” Colby be- 
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UH-1D helicopter that will carry them from the field. 





gan in the most secure and trustworthy areas and gradu- 
ally extended outward. PSDF members were all volun- 
teers, worked without pay, and were required to perform 
a certain number of patrols per month. By the end of 1970 
over 3.5 million villagers, young and old, male and 
female—there were no restrictions—had joined. Weapons 
were in short supply, so the half million RF-PF carbines 
replaced by Ml6s, were shared by the new force. At the 
beginning of the program Colby expected to lose up to 
one-quarter of the weapons, but the actual loss rate was 
less than 2 percent. 

"They weren't fighters," Colby admitted. "They weren't 
good at it, but they were there. The difference is, if you live 
in a small isolated village and five men walk in with guns 
in their hands, they dominate the village. Whereas, if there 
are ten people there with guns in their hands, the five 
| don't get in free. That's the whole difference." 

The improvement in Territorial Forces, augmented by 
the PSDF, had a decisive effect on the security of Vietnam- 
| ese villages. At the end of 1968, CORDS reported that 47 
percent of the population was considered to live in secure 
areas. By the end of 1970 that figure had risen to 75 per- 
cent, with another 20 percent living in "relatively secure" 
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villages. While the absolute figures were subject to con- 
troversy, the overall trend was clear. 

There was another winner in the bargain—the Ameri- 
can taxpayer. A leading Pentagon systems analyst, a fre- 
quent critic of the military's conduct of the war, concluded 
his discussion of the Territorial Forces with uncommon 
words of praise: 


It seems clear that the RF-PF, by their combat performance and 
their permanent presence in the countryside, had a profound 
and perhaps decisive effect on improving the security of the rural 
population. Yet they consumed less than 5 percent of the costs of 
the war. There can be little question that the Regional and Popu- 
lar Forces were the most cost-effective military forces employed 
on the allied side. However, until the big pacification effort be- 
gan in 1967-68, they were consistently neglected by both the 
GVN and United States. 


Phoenix 


The development of local defense forces was only one 
phase in the battle to bring security to the Vietnamese vil- 
lages. To win the war in the countryside, not only would 
the enemy military forces have to be neutralized but its po- 


litical apparatus, the Vietcong infrastructure, would also 
have to be destroyed. Until late 1967 no concerted or or- 
ganized effort had targeted the VCI. In that year Robert 
Komer developed, with substantial assistance from the 
CIA, what was destined to become one of the most con- 
troversial programs of the war: Phoenix. 

Although formally initiated by President Thieu in mid- 
1968, Phoenix did not really get off the ground until 1969 
when the GVN finally provided an organizational basis 
for the program to exist. Phoenix was not a military pro- 
gram: It commanded no troops and conducted no oper- 
ations of its own. It was instead an intelligence-gathering, 
sharing, and coordinating effort designed to identify indi- 
vidual members of the VCI so that armed Vietnamese 
forces—regular troops, RFs and PFs, National Police, and 
Provincial Reconnaissance Units—could take action 
against them. Members of the VCI could be “neutralized” 
through arrest, voluntary rallying to the GVN under the 
Chieu Hoi program, or death. 

The purpose of Phoenix was to obtain the cooperation of 
Vietnamese jurisdictions, which had often squabbled with 
each other. The American advisory effort was organized 


Peoples Self-Defense Force m 








to resolve these problems and facilitate cooperation | 
through local Intelligence Operations Coordinating Com- | 
mittees, which consisted of representatives of the respon- | 
sible Vietnamese agencies and local village and hamlet 
officials. 

In theory, once a VCI suspect had been identitied— 
three independent sources were required—the Coordinat- 
ing Committee would develop a plan of action to capture 
him or induce his surrender. This might involve the use of 
any available Vietnamese armed unit, depending upon 
the known circumstance of the targeted cadre. 

The program immediately ran into serious problems. 
VCI quickly learned that they could enjoy a “sanctuary” 
along the border between any two districts. It was com- 
mon practice for each district to leave a one-hundred-me- | 
ter “buffer zone” along its border to prevent its forces from 
stumbling into the operational area of the adjacent district, 
resulting in accidental casualties. Only by careful joint 
planning-always a difficulty among the South Vietnam- 
ese—could this problem be corrected. 

Perhaps a more serious problem was the system of 
quotas announced by Saigon in August 1969. Under this 
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embers attend a class in hamlet defense. 





| plan each district was required to neutralize an assigned 
| number of VCI cadres each month, which quickly resulted 
in an all too common pattern of abuses. VC guerrillas 
| killed in combat were often arbitrarily labeled members of 
the infrastructure. As one adviser put it, “It would give 
many of our peers a chance to ‘clear up’ a lot of dossiers 
| that were still active.” 
| More troublesome was the incentive that the quotas 
| gave to local officials to concentrate on the more easily 
| captured VCI "small fry," at the cost of neglecting the 
time-consuming task of identifying the important cadres. 
| Under the quota system both the "small fry” and the truly 
| important members each counted as “one.” 

Available statistics on the program substantiate the 
problem. Through mid-1971 only 40 percent of the VCT 
captured were even members of the Communist party, 
| and only 3 percent of all cadres neutralized were party 
members at the regional, provincial, or national level. (Na- 
tionally, over 50 percent of the NLF were Communist party 
members.) Without making inroads into this “hard core,” 
Phoenix could not stop the VCI from regenerating. 

Other statistics also suggest that the Phoenix Program 
was considerably less effective than desired. Over half of 
the VCI members reported neutralized were killed or cap- 
tured by regular military forces in the course of normal 
operations. Another 30 percent voluntarily rallied to the 
GVN. Only 20 percent were neutralized as part of Phoenix 
Operations, and of those only half had been specifically 
| targeted by the Coordinating Committees. As a Pentagon 

study concluded, “Only ten percent of the job was being 
done in an organized way by the forces chiefly tasked to 
do it.” 

Despite its relative lack of success, the Phoenix Program 
was immediately confronted with a series of sensational 
charges. To this day it is still routinely described as a pro- 
gram of organized assassination. Colby vehemently de- 
nied such charges: "To call it a program of murder is non- 
sense. . . . They were of more value to us alive than dead, 
and therefore, the object was to try to get them alive.” His 

| instructions to field officers leave no doubt as to his 
intentions: 





Our training emphasizes the desirability of obtaining these target 
individuals alive and of using intelligent and lawful methods of 
interrogation to obtain the truth of what they know about other 
aspects of the VCI . . . [U.S. personnel] are specifically not au- 
thorized to engage in assassinations or other violations of the 
rules of land warfare. 


It was one thing, however, to issue such instructions and 
another to make sure that they were carefully carried out 
in the field. Lieutenant John Cook, an army adviser in Di 
An District, recalls that he always reminded his Vietnam- 
ese counterparts of the desirability of capturing a suspect 
alive. Yet he knew that many GVN troops would exert 
little effort to do so. Still, even the opportunities for assassi- 
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nation were very rare. Of those 10 percent of the VCI neu- 
tralized by actual Phoenix operations, only one-fifth were 
killed. Thus, of all the VC cadres captured, rallied, or 
killed, at most 2 percent were even potentially victims of 
planned assassination. 

To be sure, there were some notorious incidents. When 
informed that a VCI suspect had been captured, one dis- 
trict chief arrived in his Jeep, pulled out a gun, and shot 
her. When the incident was reported to Colby, as he re- 
quired American advisers to do, he prevailed upon the 
prime minister to fire the district chief. It turned out that the 
dead cadre had assassinated a member of the chief's 
family. Commented Colby, "That's the kind of hatred you 
get in a civil war. You see it in Lebanon, you see it 
everywhere.” 

But such events were clearly unusual. Robert Kaiser, 
then a respected reporter for the Wall Street Journal, went 
to Vietnam to investigate the charges against the Phoenix 
Program and reported to Colby that he could find no evi- 
dence to substantiate them. The more defensible charge 
against Phoenix was that it was inept and ineffective. Even 
Colby admitted that such charges “have a certain valid- 
ity." And Robert Komer, the father of the program, writing 
in 1970, concluded, “To date Phoenix had been a small, 
poorly managed, and largely ineffective effort.” 

Though Phoenix could be credited with only a small 
part of it, the VCI was severely hurt during 1969 and 1970. 
Ongoing military operations and the general increase in 
rural security made their work ever more difficult and 
dangerous. In many cases cadres were pushed back into 
isolated regions of a province and in some cases provin- 
cial-level leaders were running their territory from be- 
yond South Vietnam's borders. Where the enemy in- 
frastructure chose to remain in a pacified area its efforts 
were often limited to occasional leaflet distribution. Still, 
the VCI proved impossible to eradicate completely. As 
late as December 1972, just prior to the cease-fire, over 90 
percent of the villages were labeled “secure,” but only 29 
percent of the Vietnamese population lived in villages fully 
freed of all VCI influence. 


The rural renaissance 





As important as the new measure of security was, it re- 
mained only the first step in creating a true national 
community within South Vietnam. The next step was to re- 
vitalize the most important institution in Vietnamese 
society—the village. In this, too, President Thieu enjoyed 
considerable, if sometimes uneven, success. 

The first order of business was to implement the prom- 
ises of 1967 to permit the free election of village officials. 
Under the election laws, the voters directly elected the 
council, whose members in turn elected a village chief. A 
few village elections were held in 1968 and more in 
Match, June, and September of 1969. By the end of that 





Village Chief Tran Huu Quyen of Chon Than District in Binh Long Province stands in front of an RD cadre in mid-1969. Life for 
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elected village officials remained dangerous, despite the increased security in 1969: Tran had just received a threatening let- 


ter from the VC. 


year 95 percent of the villages under government control 
had functioning village councils. 

On April 1, 1969, Thieu took another important step, 
placing purely local security forces under the control of 
the elected village governments. Included in this group 
were the Popular Forces, the People’s Self-Defense 
Forces, and the National Police. A deputy village chief, 
also selected by the full council, managed these forces. 
For the first time in the history of the GVN, the village itself 
would become responsible for its own defense. 

After sanctioning the election of village councils, the 
GVN also had to provide the villages with something to 
govern. In the past almost all decisions affecting the vil- 
lagers had been made by officials representing the Sai- 
gon regime. Now, in April 1969, Thieu made available to 
each village, after it had elected a council and village 
chief, a lump sum of 1 million piasters (approximately 
$10,000) annually to be used at its own discretion. 

The response to this decree revealed the problems 
Thieu faced in his decentralization program and in pro- 
viding villages with real power. William Colby recalls the 


reaction of village officials when informed of their new 
rights: “They were awed at the revolutionary idea that 
they would actually make decisions about anything as im- 
portant as money.” But he also saw the opposite side of 
the coin, the reaction of regional and provincial officials— 
mostly military personnel appointed from Saigon—who 
had previously controlled the village purse sirings. These 
officials denounced the idea, arguing that the money 
would be misspent. But Thieu's government made its posi- 


tion clear: The villagers had a right to make their own | 


mistakes; provincial officials should report any cases ol 


outright abuse but permit the villagers to learn from their | 


errors. Colby concluded, “Some money was certainly 
wasted, and some was undoubtedly stolen, but the real 
purpose of the program—stimulating local leadership and 
responsibility—was equally certainly achieved.” 

Thieu's efforts to revitalize the villages were creating 
the foundation for a possible second power base, a posi- 
tion which was, up to then, the exclusive preserve of 
ARVN. Much of Thieu's future would depend upon how he 
positioned himself between these two competing bases. 
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“Land-to-the-Tiller” 


Perhaps Thieu's most impressive and important reform 
was the long-sought redistribution of land. President Diem 
had attempted a program of land reform as early as 1955, 
but it had ended in failure. Diem's program had required 
the peasants to pay for the land over a period of ten years. 
The Vietcong quickly pointed out to the peasants that this 
was a trick—requiring them to pay for land the VC had in 
many cases already given to them for free. 

President Thieu learned from Diem's mistake. Under his 
“Land-to-the-Tiller” program, enacted in 1970, the peas- 
ants received their land for free. The old owners would be 
repaid by the Saigon government, 20 percent in cash and 
the remainder in government bonds redeemable over 
eight years. For its part, the American treasury provided 
10 percent of the total funds needed by the GVN. In addi- 
tion, Thieu recognized all grants of land made by the Viet- 
cong since 1954. Many landowners were delighted, since 
they received compensation for land that had long since 
been confiscated by the enemy. Others bowed to the inevi- 
table once President Thieu's determination became ap- 
parent, and the program passed through the National As- 
sembly with ease. 

The execution of the program equaled the quality of its 
conception. Relying on local officials who knew which 
farmers actually farmed what land to undertake the mas- 
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Old style pacification: In a 1967 operation, villagers are reloca 
31st Infantry, 196th Infantry Brigade, sweeps through and destroys their village. 


sive land survey necessary for implementation of the pro- 
gram, and making use of a central computer bank in Sai- 
gon, the government was able to parcel out the land with 
great speed. The statistics on landownership quickly re- 
flected the success of the program. When the program be- 
gan in 1970 only 40 percent of South Vietnam's farmers 
could claim to be landowners, but within two years that 
figure had almost doubled to 77 percent. 

One U.S. government report concluded that the effects 
of the land reform program went well beyond the eco- 
nomic advantages for the peasant. The program, it re- 
ported, “had hurt the VC/NVA politically, reduced peas- 
ant neutrality, helped unify the village as a local 
government and community, created an appetite for land 
among the landless, and received credit for more changes 
than it probably should have.” The New York Times may 
well have been right: It probably was "the most ambitious 
and progressive land reform of the Twentieth Century.” 


Pacification: the unsolved problem 


The successes of CORDS and the GVN's Central Pacifica- 
tion Council in 1969 and 1970 displayed the pacification 
effort at its constructive best. But ever since the beginning 
of the insurgency, pacification had shown a destructive 
side as well: the generation of refugees. The refugees 
were a constant reminder of the delicate relationship be- 
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By 1969, pacification planners aimed at keeping villagers in their homes: Here villagers display a South Vietnamese flag in 
their paddy so soldiers sweeping through their village will know whose side they are on. 





tween the military and political sides of the war. If the ref- 
ugee problem was largely created by the military war, it 
could be solved only through the various programs that 
made up the pacification effort. 

And yet, ironically, until late 1968 increasing numbers 

of refugees were considered the greatest success of pacifi- 
cation. A State Department memorandum written in 1966 
explained: 
This helps deny recruits, food producers, porters, etc., to VC, and 
clears the battlefield of innocent civilians. Indeed in some cases 
we might suggest military operations specifically designed to 
generate refugees—very temporary or longer term depending on 
local weighing of our interests and capacity to handle them well. 
Measures to encourage refugee flow might be targeted where 
they will hurt the VC most and embitter people toward US/GVN 
forces least. 


William Colby admitted as much when he described the 
pre-1968 pacification policy as designed to “bring the 
people to security.” In other words, the population would 
be moved to secured areas, rather than bring security to 
the villages. In some cases, such as Ben Suc in Binh 
Duong Province, entire villages were evacuated in order 
to prevent the population from aiding the enemy. MACV 
estimated that in 1967 alone at least 100,000 refugees were 
generated in “relocation sweeps.” The claim that nearly | 
million Vietnamese had been freed of VC control from 
1965 to 1967 was largely the result of this process, rather 





than any success in making the people's home villages 
more secure. 

Under Abrams, this concept was reversed. The new 
policy, one advanced first by Komer and then by Colby, 
was to bring security to the population. Severe restrictions 
were placed on pressuring villagers to leave their vil- 








lages. All relocations required advance approval from | 
GVN authorities and warning to the population. The tac- | 
tics of “cordon and search” rather than “search and de- | 
stroy” further served to lessen the number of refugees | 


generated. 


Of course, this policy was possible only in the context of | 


the rapidly improving pacification programs. The provi- 
sion of village security as well as the success of the village 
revitalization program made it possible not only for more 
people to stay in their homes after military operations but 
also for many former refugees to return to their villages or 
to new ones not far away. 

The available statistics on the refugees seemed to in- 
dicate a great success in the new strategy. The number of 
refugees generated in 1969 was slightly more than 100,000, 
compared to 340,000 in the previous year. Similarly the 
population of South Vietnam's refugee camps dropped 
from 735,000 to 216,000, while the number of "out-ol- 
camp" refugees dropped from 500,000 to 50,000. 

Many critics of the refugee program, however, were 
unimpressed with the statistical progress. A U.S. Senate 
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Mekong Delta vil- 
lage of Phu Huur 











Vinh Dien, a thirty -year-old mechanic, conducts a thriving 
business in his motorcycle repair shop in Hue. Vinh is play- 
ing hooky: He should be carrying out his assignment as an 
RD cadre at provincial headquarters. 


investigation of the refugee problem argued that the main 
evement had been to implement a new bookkeeping 
ystem designed “to show progress, but not failure.” The 
report concluded, that the refugee problem had been 
` . by classifying refugees out of existence." 

ay this was done was to create a new category 
called ar victims," whose homes had not been com- 
pletely destroyed. And indeed, the 1969 statistics show an 









addit 0 Vietnamese listed as "war victims." 
One ac Corps told the Washington Post, "We've 
been in ot to report any new refugees. Sure we're 
generating es, but they're going on the rolls as war 
victims, not ' The situation worsened in 1970 
uc. President Thieu decreed that there be no new refu- 
gees. Now many civilians were caught in a "Catch-22" 
situation: A k y forced from their homes by allied 
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military actions, they were denied refugee status by offi- 
cials who cited Thieu's decree. 

Finally, the GVN's accounting of “refugees resettled” 
was highly misleading. In reality, the figures referred to 
the number who received “resettlement benefits,” which 
consisted of six months’ food allowance, a small cash pay- 
ment, and ten sheets of tin roofing to build a new home. 
Such recipients were classified as “resettled” whether or 
not they were actually able to leave a refugee camp and, 
if so, to return to their home village. In 1970 Colby ended 
the statistical manipulation by labeling the “refugees re- 
settled” category more descriptively as “resettlement ben- 
efits received.” Still, the category was misleading for those 
unfamiliar with the process. 

If refugees were not returning to the land in the num- 
bers suggested by the GVN's glowing progress reports, 
then where were they? Some lived unofficially and un- 
counted on the periphery of official refugee camps, others 
eked out an existence without government support in their 
old villages, while still others banded together in unofficial 
camps. But by far the most succumbed to the age-old 
siren of the cities. 

In 1955 only 15 percent of the South Vietnamese lived in 
cities; by 1970, 60 percent were classified as urban 
dwellers. The population of Saigon swelled from 300,000 to 
nearly 3 million. Qui Nhon grew from about 40,000 to 
140,000, while Da Nang's population rose by about 300 
percent from 1967 to 1973 alone to a total of one-half mil- 
lion. The flight to the cities was not acknowledged as part 
of the refugee flow; urban migrants were never officially 
counted as refugees. But, de facto, many were pressured 
into the more secure urban areas by military operations. 

Not all who moved to the cities were forced to do so. 
Some were drawn by the prospect of a booming wartime 
economy and the hundreds of jobs created by the Ameri- 
can presence. By 1970 nearly one-half million Vietnamese 
worked for the Americans; counting their families, per- 
haps 2 million out of Vietnam's 17 million people were de- 
pendent upon Americans for their livelihood. 

Inevitably, as security in the countryside increased, 
many returned to the land. But for most, urban life was 
addictive and few people believed that a majority of the 
South Vietnamese would ever again lead a rural exis- 
tence. Even the most squalid Saigon slum offered comforts 
and conveniences that were rare in the villages: running 
water, electricity, and television. 

Nguyen Huu Khoa had lived in Saigon for eight years, 
after the war forced him from his ancestral home in Long 
Thoi in 1962. His lite was hardly luxurious. He worked in a 
car wash and lived with his wife and children in a tiny 
three-room house in one of Saigon's shantytowns. Khoa 
was uncertain if he or his wife would return home after the 
end of the war. But his daughter had already made up 
her mind: “I could never go back now, and neither could 
my brothers. We'd be lost as peasants in a village, work- 


ing in the rice fields and sowing crops. We're city people 
now.” 

A decade of warfare had made Vietnamese society 
very different from the one that Diem had led in the 1950s. 
Urbanization had created the seeds of a new political 
force, city dwellers who, like urbanites throughout the 
world, depended upon the government rather than a 
sense of community cooperation to insure their well-being. 
Thieu's imaginative initiatives in the countryside had cre- 
ated a rural population at once both more autonomous 
and more deeply entwined with the fate of the central gov- 
ernment. These developments presented Thieu with a 
unique opportunity to carve out a new political foundation 
for his country, one that might bring substance to South 
Vietnam's claims to democracy. But these same devel- 
opments also posed a grave danger to the stability Thieu 
had fashioned over the four previous years and, in par- 
ticular, to the armed forces upon whose strength his re- 
gime had rested and depended. 
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Caught in the flood of migrants to the unprepared cities, several families create homes in sewer pipes near Saigon‘ 


market in 1969. 








Despite Thieu's undeniable success in the countryside in 
1969 and 1970, there were still important gaps—perhaps 
intentional—in a foundation for a true national community. 
Of greatest importance, the trend toward grassroots de- 
mocracy ended abruptly at the village gate. Almost with- 
out exception, district and province chiefs and lesser offi- 
cials were chosen from the ranks of ARVN officers, 
appointed by Saigon, and dependent upon Thieu for their 
privileges. Since most of these officers came from comfort- 
able urban backgrounds, the gap between the rural peas- 
ant and the urbanized district and provincial officials was 
perpetuated. 

These officials naturally saw the revitalization of the vil- 
lages as a potential threat to their own power and, armed 
with the authority to control all political movements, they 
prohibited any drive toward intervillage political mobili- 
zation. The dialogue between the peasants and the Saigon 














President Thieu and Vice President Ky are joined by U.S. Ambassador Ellsworth Bunker in reviewing South Vietnamese air- 
men during a ceremonial transfer of American attack bombers to the Vietnamese air force in 1969. 











regime remained one-sided, with Thieu parceling out re- 
forms as he thought prudent, without permitting the rural 
population to use these reforms as a means of influencing 
the central government. As one student of Thieu’s policies 
concluded, "In the end, the peasant was left to his own re- 
sources with no organization to speak for him above the 
village level.” 

By 1969 President Thieu found himself facing a difficult 
dilemma. His political power base had long been the 
ARVN, but to create a truly popular government he 
needed an alternate civiliom base for his rule. To shift from 
one base to another would require delicate timing. Am- 
bassador Colby, who recognized Thieu's dilemma and 
sincerely believed that he was trying to effect the switch, 
used the analogy of a “man standing on an ice floe build- 
ing a wooden boat.” Colby continued: 


The ice floe is melting. 
fine. If he steps in it be 
long, the ice floe melts c 


he builds it fast enough and steps in it, 
ore he's ready, he sinks. If he waits too 
1 he goes under. 


Colby concluded, "He was not able to build the new 
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[power base] because he depended so much on the con- 
tinued cohesion of the military." 

Whether Thieu was sincere in the desire to create an 
active civilian power base or whether his maneuverings 
were designed largely to impress the American embassy 
is open to question. But what seems clear in retrospect is 
that most of these steps did more to enhance Thieu's posi- 
tion tham to create any truly democratic movement. 

Thieu had begun the consolidation of his rule by isolat- 
ing Vice President Nguyen Cao Ky during the crisis pro- 
voked by the Communist Tet offensive of 1968. He contin- 
ued these maneuverings in his anticorruption campaign of 
late 1968 and his sponsorship of the National Social-Dem- 
ocratic Front in the spring of 1969. The real target of 
Thieu's anticorruption campaign was not corruption bul, 
once again, Vice President Ky. Half of the country's forty- 
four province chiefs, most of them loyal to Ky, were re- 
placed by Thieu's men. His majors became colonels and 
Ky's colonels became majors. As one American observer 
pointed out, "Each man owed his new insignia to Thieu 
and could be expected to act accordingly." 





CERE C — 


Student Protest, 
South Vietnamese 
Style 


Doan Van Toai 





The shock of the Tet offensive in- 
tensified opposition to the war in Viemam 
not only in America, but among the South 
Vietnamese as well. Of greatest impor- 
tance, the urban population, which had 
not been directly affected by the war until 
1968, got a bitter taste of the fighting and 
they were frightened by it. While Presi- 
dent Thieu insisted on fighting to the last 
man, fewer and fewer people were will- 
ing to support him in his efforts. 

As the opposition grew, Thieu renewed 
his insistence that with increased Ameri- 
can aid he would defeat the Communists. 
Peace activists were a frustration to him 
and he fought back with repression. His 
police arrested people and charged them 
with being Communist agents. 

This happened to two men with whom 
l worked very closely. One, Nguyen Long, 
was a lawyer and president of the Sel- 
Determination Movement. I was editor of 
the movement's magazine Tu Quyet (Selt- 
Determination). The other was Huynh 
Tam Mam, president of the Saigon Stu- 
dents Union. I was his vice president. Both 
men were arrested several times, but the 
government was unable to prove that 
they were Communists. Ultimately they 
were exchanged for prisoners held by the 
Vietcong, and the Communists used the 
opportunity for their own propaganda 
purposes by granting the men “political 
asylum” from the Thieu regime. 

My relationship with Long was a well- 
kept secret, but I knew that my open asso- 
ciation with Mam would eventually lead 
to my own arrest. That moment came af- 
ter the Tet offensive when Thieu ordered 
the mobilization of the students, placing 
Vice President Ky in charge of the pro- 
gram. All students were to be trained 
part-time in a military school in order !o 
protect the cities while the regular army 
was on the battlefield. As one of the Stu- 
dent Union leaders, I organized demon- 


strations at Saigon University. We boy- 
cotted classes, conducted hunger strikes, 
participated in sit-ins, and pressed our 
case among the people in public places, 
such as markets. These peaceful demon- 
strations soon spread to other universities. 
Finally the government gave in, in part 
because Thieu feared that Ky might turn 
the students into a power base for his own 
political struggle against the president. 

As the student movement grew and 
joined the larger peace movement, Thieu 
ordered the arrest of many student lead- 
ers, including myself, and charged us 
with being “Communist agents” or “ma- 
nipulated by the Communists.” Some of us 
were imprisoned; others were sent into 
the army. The Thieu regime often consid- 
ered its army a place to punish "stubborn 
elements." 

I myself was sent to prison rather than 
into the army because I had the neces- 
sary papers to prove that I was exempt 
from the draft. But Thieu's prisons were 
brutal, as Amnesty International con- 
firmed in the 1970s. When I was in jail I 
knew that the police forced Communist 
prisoners to drink soapy water and then 
ron 220-volt electrical shocks through 
their bodies. I personally witnessed the 
torture and death of some of my fellow 
prisoners but was spared this treatment, 
probably because I was not considered 
very dangerous. Other prisoners were 
spared torture because they were well 
known and the government feared ad- 
verse public reaction. 

Thieu's attitude and behavior toward 
the people in the peace movement was a 
terrible, costly blunder. He believed that 
the Communists directly manipulated the 
peace movement or that, at the very least, 
those who called for peace were cow- 
ardly defeatists. In fact, some of the lead- 
ers did have contact with the Vietcong, 
and atter Tet a number of prominent op- 
position leaders decided to join the Viet- 
cong. Many students also joined at this 
time. But it was Thieu's own insensitivity to 
the needs of his people and the unwise 
manner in which he dealt with them that 
often turned patriotic peace activists into 
professional Communists. 

The goals of the opposition groups 
were to increase democracy, improve hu- 
man rights, and work out a negotiated 
peace with the Vietcong. Their guiding 
philosophy was “national concord with- 


out reprisal,” which was in accordance 
with the platform of the NLF. I believed 
then, and still believe, that this was the 
most practical solution and the best ex- 
pression of the aspirations of the Viemam- 
ese people. The immediate aim of the 
group was to have better, more capable 
leadership with which to fight the Com- 
munists. 

For the most part, the opposition 
groups wanted to carry on their struggle 
legally by becoming part of the official 
opposition. Their ambition was to speak 
with a third voice, to demonstrate to the 
people that they lived in the South but 
were neither on the side of Thieu nor on 
the side of the Communists. Thieu dealt 
with them unwisely. Being short-sighted, 
he refused to have any dealings with 
them. The Vietcong were much smarter. 
They accepted the presence of this third 
force (later recognized by the peace 
agreements of 1973) and encouraged its 
anti-Thieu activities. 

In July 1971 I wrote a seven-part ar- 
ticle entitled “Anti-American or Anti- 
Communist?” It was published in an op- 
position paper called Dien Tin (The Tele- 
graph) on seven consecutive days, and 
each day the government confiscated the 
paper. In my article I argued that there 
was no place for patriotic people in South 
Vietnam. One had to choose between 
protesting what Thieu was doing to the 
country and risk being arrested and 
thrown into jail or else join the Vietcong. 
Many people chose the latter. The Com- 
munists were certainly skillful in the art of 
propaganda. But their own efforts were 
less effective in winning over the people 
to their cause than were the errors of the 
Thieu government. 

Today in Viemam, under the Commu- 

nists, the situation is worse than it was un- 
der Thieu. But if I had to live through the 
1960s again I am sure I would do the 
same things I did then, without regret, be- 
cause I could not support a regime such 
as Thieu's and the stupid policy of the 
United States, which has a habit of rely- 
ing on bad elements. 
Doan Van Toai, author of The Vietnamese 
Gulag, was a leader of the Vietnamese 
student movement in the 1960s and early 
1970s. He is now a senior fellow at the In 
stitute for Southeast Asian Policy Analysis 
in Fresno, California. 


89 





| Similarly, among the civilian bureaucrats, Thieu pro- 
moted his own men and demoted Ky’s. Corruption was a 

| perfect charge since a dossier could be compiled against 

| virtually any official, documenting major or minor acts of 
misconduct. As one Vietnamese journalist wrote, “The 
charges can always be used and its hard to argue 
against it and look good.” 

There was another victim of Thieu's campaign: Prime 

| Minister Tron Van Huong. Huong made the fatal mistake 
of taking Thieu's anticorruption campaign seriously. In 
speeches he made throughout the nation, Huong voiced 
impatience with Thieu’s policy of prosecuting small fry 
| rather than the major sources of corruption. 
| Thieu, however, chose not to deal with Huong directly. 
He was a favorite of the American embassy. As a civilian, 
a native southerner, and a Buddhist, he had brought some 
balance to the regime. But by 1969, with Thieu's position 
| secure, he could now afford to jettison Huong. Thieu called 
his leading supporters together and gave the green light 
for a public criticism campaign against Huong, including 
| the submission of a petition asking for his ouster. Huong, 
however, refused to heed the signal and would not resign. 
| Thieu escalated the pressure as legislators blamed Huong 
for everything from rising prices to, ironically, rampant 
corruption. Newspapers joined in the attack. Finally, in 
| late August, Huong and Thieu reached an accommoda- 
| tion. Rather than resign or be fired, the premier paid the 
price of his independent acts by making the face-saving 
move of “stepping aside.” 

Huong's ouster capped a four-month campaign by 
Thieu that resulted in a reshulfling of his cabinet and in 
even greater control by Thieu of the governmental appa- 
ratus. The cabinet reshuffling had begun in April 1969, 
when Thieu invited major party leaders to the presidential 
palace and asked them io join his new National Social- 
Democratic Front. Thieu answered their skepticism by 
“promising a redistribution of power after the alliance is 
formed,” according to one reporter who was present. 
Privately, Thieu promised a special place in his new cabi- 
net for each leader, Whether the party leaders accepted 
his bait, or whether they simply feared being left on the 
outside, six of them—representing 48 percent of the vote for 
the National Assembly—joined the front. Within a year the 
front had been forgotten, and most of the party leaders 

had to settle for Thieu's offers of minor cabinet posts at 
best. Most rejected these offers as insulting. 

This left Thieu with a free hand in reconstituting the 
cabinet. As prime minister he chose his old military acad- 
emy classmate General Tran Thien Khiem. Khiem’s new 
cabinet spread power more thinly than ever, with thirty- 
one ministers replacing Huong's twenty-one. More impor- 
tant, not one of them was a popular figure in his own right, 
one who could threaten Thieu's power. The new cabinet 
was also packed with military men. Contrary to the 
wishes of the American embassy, the key posts—the pre- 
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miership and the ministries of interior, defense, and rural 
development—all went to soldiers. Thieu was not only 
more firmly in power than ever, but he had also more 
closely intertwined his fate with the ARVN. Vice President 
Ky was left powerless, with plenty of free time to mull over 
his fate at his villa in Nha Trang. Thieu had well earned 
his French nickname, "Le Grand Louvoyeur, which 
roughly translated means "the Great Tacker," one who 
maneuvers well when the winds blow against him. By 
such tactics Thieu did much to undercut his own village 
reform program and to deprive himself of the potential re- 
wards of his efforts. 

Ironically, the Americans who had long hoped that 
Thieu might develop a strong civilian constituency may 
have contributed to his caution. The Vietnamization policy 
in effect gave Thieu a mere four or five years to create the 
well-functioning political community Abrams and his 
LORAPL staff had concluded would require a generation 
or more to build. In addition, Vietnamization actually en- 
couraged Thieu to solidify his support within ARVN since 
it was clear that the day would come when the Americans 
would depart and leave him to live with the policies they 
were trying to force upon him. 

Thieu was clearly in a no-win situation. If he chose to 
build his civilian base, which could only be accomplished 
at the expense of ARVN's control of the political system, he 
risked a coup attempt. At the very least ARVN would wind 
up divided and demoralized and in no position to fight a 
successful war against the Communists, especially as 
Americans pulled out. But a failure to create this civilian 
constituency would deprive the nation of the cohesion and 
sense of mission required to carry out the long struggle. 

Again it was the peasants who were the losers and the 
Vietcong the winners. Writing before he took office, Henry 
Kissinger remarked, “Our military strength has no politi- 
cal structure that could survive military opposition from 
Hanoi after we withdraw.” More than a year later, after 
many of the gains from the invigorated pacification pro- 
gram had already become apparent, Kissinger was 
unable to conclude differently in a secret memorandum to 
President Nixon: “Most reports of progress have con- 
cerned security gains by U.S. forces—not a lasting erosion 
of enemy political strength.” 

In the critical year of 1969, President Thieu succeeded 
in squandering the fruits of the greatest allied success of 
the war. By failing to take advantage of the opportunity to 
mobilize civilian opinion in support of his government, he 
insured that his future would be determined by ARVN and 
ARVN alone. And by the early months of 1970 it was ap- 
parent to all—to Thieu, to Washington, and above all, to 
the American soldiers—that time was running out. 
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General 
Thieu 
vs. 
Colonel Chau 





The history of General Nguyen Van 
Thieu's rule in Vietnam is replete with ex- 
amples of the repression of patriotic, anti- 
Communist South Vietnamese whose only 
crime was io oppose the president. Of all 
these cases none so dramatically shows 
the acquiescence of the American gov- 
ernment in that repression than that of 
Colonel Tran Ngoc Chau. 

A former Buddhist monk and a highly 
decorated army colonel, Chau had 
earned a reputation as one of Vietnam's 
most creative and dedicated public ser- 
vants, above all for his work as a pacifi- 
cation leader in the delta with the Ameri- 
can adviser, John Paul Vann. Chau used 
his popularity as a springboard to elec- 
tion to the National Assembly. In October 
1969 he circulated a document that accu- 
rately detailed the illegal activities of 
Nguyen Cao Thang, a close Thieu associ- 
ate, known as the “King of War Profi- 
teering.” Thieu immediately branded 
Chau a Communist and urged the as- 
sembly to try him for treason. 

The colonel had long been a thorn in 
Thieu's side, especially because of his ad- 
vocacy of negotiations with the Commu- 
nists. While rejecting a coalition govern- 
ment, Chau urged that the NLF be given 
full freedom to compete peacefully in 
South Vietnam's political arena. Chau's 
reasoning was that if the Communists be- 
came an open political party, the non- 
Communist parties would be forced to 
form an alliance to compete successfully. 


Chau's goal was precisely what upset 
Thieu. “In the new political struggle,” 
Chau argued, “the army will no longer 
play the main role, but the political par- 
ties, religions, and the people will have to 
direcily and totally resist the Commu- 
nists.” 

Thieu pursued him with a vengeance. 
Chau was protected by parliamentary 
immunity from prosecution, but Thieu 
sought to strip him of this safeguard by 
gaining the signatures of three-quarters 
of the assembly on a petition that would 
require Chau to stand trial. Despite the 
use of bribery, blackmail, and forgery, 
Thieu was unable to gain the required 
signatures. 

Next, Thieu adopted a less oblique ap- 
proach. He sent armed police into the 
legislative chamber with orders to insti- 
gate a riot. Reporters and assemblymen 
were beaten and pistol-whipped. The po- 
lice assaulted Chau, tore his war medals 
from his shirt, and, according to observ- 
ers, “beat him to the floor, handcuffed 
him, dragged him down a flight of stairs 
by his feet ... and tossed him into a wait- 
ing Jeep.” 

Jailed in the notorious Chi Hoa prison 
and barred from a thirty-five minute mili- 
tary tribunal hearing the charges against 
him, Chau was sentenced to ten years’ 
hard labor. 

After the melee in the chamber, Thieu 
emerged with the signatures of the re- 
quired three-quarters majority on the pe- 
tition, although many representatives 
later claimed that their signatures had 
been forged. One last wrinkle in the case 
indicated the lengths to which Thieu was 
willing to go to lock up Chau. The Su- 
preme Court, in an almost unprecedented 
display of independence from Thieu, 
ruled the conviction illegal and later an- 
nulled the sentence. But the military pros- 
ecutor simply placed ARVN above the 
law, announcing that the Supreme Court 
ruling “would have no bearing whatso- 
ever on the verdict already handed down 
by the military court.” 

Chau's case would not have been un- 
usudl were it not for the fact that the 
charges against him of conspiring with 
the Communists were based on work that 
Chau had done for the American em- 
bassy. Chau had met several times with 
his Communist brother, a captain in the 
intelligence service of the NVA. Chau 


passed on information received from his 
brother to John Paul Vann, who reported 
it directly to Ambassador Lodge and later 
Ambassador Bunker. Some American in- 
telligence officials believe that Chau pro- 
vided the critical information on plans for 
the 1968 Communist Tet offensive that re- 
sulted in the reinforcement of Saigon on 
the eve of the attacks. Ambassador 
Bunker himself attended a three-hour 
meeting with Chau in late 1967. In addi- 
tion, Chau had undertaken negotiations 
on behalf of the U.S. Embassy for the 
release of American POWs. 

When the embassy realized that Thieu 
was launching a major campaign 
against Chau the American role 
changed. According to closed-door testi- 
mony given by Vann before a U.S. Senate 
committee, Bunker warned all senior 
American officials in Saigon not to inter- 
vene on Chau's behalf. When a group of 
Chau's American friends attempted to ar- 
range for him to “visit” the U.S., Bunker 
ordered that he be denied a visa. 

Rumors of Chau’s connection to the 
Americans began to surface as he went 
to trial. Bunker suggested to Washington 
that the embassy deny having had any 
meeting with Chau, but the State Depart- 
ment rejected the idea since Vann’s Sen- 
ate testimony clearly contradicted such a 
statement. When questioned about 
Bunker's handling of the Chau affair, 
President Nixon's press secretary, Ronald 
Ziegler, commented: “There is no dis- 
pleasure on the part of the president 
whatsoever in relation to Ambassador 
Bunker's handling ol his post in Saigon." 

According to Cao Van Tuong, liaison 
minister with the National Assembly, if the 
embassy had publicly confirmed Chau's 
assertion that he had worked with the 
CIA, the assembly "might have adjusted 
or taken action accordingly. But so long 
as we had not heard anything from the 
American authorities or the American 


embassy here, we could not start any ac- | 


tion to go to his defense." Prosecuted by 
the government he had served so well, 
and abandoned by the government he 
had secretly aided, Chau met the fate of 
so many of Nguyen Van Thieu's oppo 
nents: he went to jail. 


Colonel Chau remained in jai! until 197. 
In 1981 he left Vienam by boat and even- 
tually setiled in California. 
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Americas Dissneagemant my 


The ceremony bore all the trappings of a victory 
celebration. The 814 men of the 9th Infantry Divi- 
sion's 3d Battalion, 60th Infantry, were the first 
contingent of the 538,500 Americem troops in 
South Viemam to withdraw. They stepped 
smartly to the tune of the “Colonel Bogey 
March.” The soldiers—all spit-emd-polish for the 
occasion with GI haircuts and neatly trimmed 
mustaches and sideburns-snapped to attention 
on the steamy tarmac at Saigon's Tan Son Nhut 
NS pepon. On all sides banners and flags waved. A 
sevy of South Vietnamese girls held up neatly 
lettered signs reading “Farewell to the Old Re- 
| lables,” ‘the division's proud nickname. South 
. Vietnamese president Nguyen Van Thieu in- 
spected the ranks, shaking hands with the sol- 
rs and presenting them with cigarette lighters 
ed with his signature and seal of office. 
ht of the elaborate three-hour affair 
ech by General Creighton Abrams. 
ed his troops “who fought well un- 
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der some of the most arduous and unusual combat condi- 

tions ever experienced by American combat soldiers.” 
Despite the military pomp, the troops were not leaving 

as victors. While their war was over in that July of 1969, 


| the war they had come to South Vietnam to fight was not. 


If the abandonment of U.S. hopes for military victory and 


| the somber reality of the ongoing war did not dampen the 
| upbeat mood of Thieu, Abrams, and the other dignitaries 
| gathered at Tan Son Nhut, it left many of the departing 
| soldiers uneasy and frustrated. For some soldiers the 


"heroes' sendoff“ was sullied by the fact that they were 
leaving a war unfinished. Said one GI, “If it were the end 
of the war, a big reception would be natural.” Others ex- 


| pressed disillusionment. Specialist 4 Gary Doss com- 


mented, “I can truthfully say that I can't see any good rea- 


| son for 36,000 Americans to have died here.” 


Any sense of triumph the men felt as they boarded 
C-14] Starlifter transports for the flight home to McChord 


| Air Force Base in Seattle, Washington, had to do with 








Preceding page. Members of Company D, 2d Battalion, 12th 
Cavalry, Ist Air Cavalry Division, hang loose at the Rock Is- 
land East cache site in Cambodia during the Fishhook in- 
cursion, May 15, 1970. 
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their own survival. As he embarked on one of the waiting 
Starlifters, Staff Sergeant Cleveland Brown breathed a 
sigh of relief: “I only had a month to go. But I'm glad to be 
getting out alive. It's been a long, hard eleven months.” A 
Bravo Company platoon sergeant found his chance to go 
home almost too good to be true. "I don't think anybody is 
going to believe it until they get back. You ain't never 
lucky until you leave this place," he said. 

To the 500,000 Americans still looking forward to with- 
drawal from South Vietnam, the onset of disengagement 
signaled the winding down of America’s war. All that was 
lacking was the termination date. That all-important date, 
President Nixon had stated, "will depend upon the extent 
of the training of the South Vietnamese, as well as devel- 
opments in Paris." Such uncertainty had an unsettling ef- 
fect upon the morale and effectiveness of American troops 
in South Vietnam, and a phenomenon called short-timer's 
fever broke out among the ranks. 

"Short-timer's fever" was an affliction that began with 
the first American sent to serve in Vietnam, and almost 
every soldier was exposed to it under the twelve-month 
rotation system (thirteen months for marines), as he ap- 
proached his last month or so in-country. The most viru- 
lent cases flared up among combat troops. The symptoms 





yy on June 11, 1969. His long bout with "short-timer's fever" was about ended. 
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23 he will board the "freedom bird” for home. 


Tossing a smoke grenade in a familiar farewell gesture, Cameron leaves Firebase Joy on June 19 for Bien Hoa, where on June 











were easily recognizable. With only five or six weeks left 
of his year's tour, a soldier's efficiency in combat would 
begin to wane, causing reluctance to engage in combat 
emd sullen, irritable, or even hostile behavior toward oth- 
ers in his unit. He was haunted by fear of being wounded 
or killed just before he was to be rotated home. 

One veteran of short-timer's fever described himself as 
obsessed with seeing that final entry on what he called his 
"Figmo chart," standing for "Fuck it, got my orders," (to 
return to the U.S.). Frequently, commanders tried infor- 
mally to reduce demands on short-timers. Paul Lapointe, 
a lieutenant in Company D, 1st Battalion, 52d Regiment, 
198th Light Infantry Brigade, Americal (23d Infantry) Divi- 
sion, recalls, "Certainly in my company, if I had somebody 
who was getting down to fourteen days or a month we'd 
try to get him back to the rear and have him drive a truck 
for a month or so. At the very least, I'd try to make sure 
that he wasn't walking the point." 

As the United States began pulling out of Vietnam in 
1969, short-timer's fever became widely contagious. “If 
Nixon is going to withdraw,” remarked one Ist Infantry 
Division soldier, "then let's all go home now. I don't want 
to get killed buying time for the gooks." This apprehension 
soon became ingrained in the outlook of many soldiers to- 


ward the war and their role in it-whether they had 
eleven, five, or only one month to go in their tours. 
Reinforcing this attitude were reports from home about 
huge peace demonstrations in Washington and other 
cities and the growing legion of students and other pro- 
testers opposed to the war. Antiwar protesters—especially 
students exempt from the draft—were not exactly popular 








figures to American soldiers, and in 1969, as the with- | 


drawal began, the antiwar movement worked a partic- 
ularly depressing effect upon military morale, sometimes 
evoking resentment and rage against those involved. As 


one nineteen-year-old infantryman vented his fury: “I | 


think someone ought to kill those long-haired, queer bas- | 
tards back in the world. Anyone who demonstrates | 


against the war ought to be lined up and killed, just like | 


any gook here.” 


Many soldiers interpreted antiwar talk as criticism of | 


them personally, not of the war in general. A GI angrily 


asked, “Do they think I voted myself to come here? Why | 


pick on the poor grunt? You'd think I wanted this war.” | 


Stories that made the rounds in 1969 about protesters jeer- 


ing at men in uniform as "baby-killers" further infuriated | 


the fighting men. Above all, the troops’ antipathy toward 
the antiwar movement reflected their general perception 
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| in 1969 that America, weary of the war and wanting to for- 





get it, was simply turning its back on its fighting men. “The 


| feeling of the men,” as an officer conveyed it, “is that if 
| there must be a war, it should be a total war supported by 


i 


everybody—or no war at all.” 

Ironically, as soldiers lost faith in the purpose of their 
being in Vietnam, some of them became as ardent about 
getting themselves out of the war as were the antiwar ac- 
tivists in their protests. There were some soldiers who also 
expressed contempt for prowar groups. "They ought to 


| send over some of those people who are for the war,” 
| snarled Specialist 4 Steven Almond. “Send some of those 





brave politicians and hard hats and let them see if they 
like it so much. Ill change places with any of them.” 
Strangely enough, as signs of their alienation from Amer- 
ica’s Vietnam policy and their yearning to end the war, 
more and more soldiers donned the symbols of the hated 
antiwar protesters—peace symbols worn on their helmets 
and peace medallions and love beads hanging from their 
necks. The two-finger peace sign became a widespread 


| enlisted man’s salute. Short-timer's fever was rapidly 
eroding the men's commitment. 





' Crisis in command 


Neither MACV nor Washington could ignore the sagging 
troop morale of 1969. The morale “emergency” and its 
prompt treatment were uppermost in the minds of officials 
at the Defense Department. “The spirit of our military men 
is beginning to be tested and strained,” said Assistant 
Secretary of Defense for Manpower and Reserve Affairs 
Roger Kelley. "We darn well better do something about 
it,” he warned, “if we want him [sic] to stand up to the dif- 
ficult job we are asking him to do.” The job of maintaining 
morale, imparting a sense of purpose and mission to the 
soldiers, and preserving unit cohesion fell to the officer 
corps in South Vietnam—in particular to junior officers, 
captains, and lieutenants—and to the noncommissioned of- 
ficers. In the troubled days of 1969 and 1970, it turned out 
to be an exasperating mission. For one thing, many mem- 
bers of the officer corps were experiencing their own 


| crises of confidence. America's disengagement policy and 


the associated taint of retreat disgusted these officers, 


| causing them to feel betrayed. “We won the war,” com- 
| plained a major, "that's what kills us. We fought the North 


Vietnamese to a standstill and bolstered the South Viet- 
namese Army and Government. But we can't persuade 
anybody of that." 

The general decline of morale among American troops 
during the withdrawal also disheartened officers. In the 
spring of 1970, for example, forty combat officers sent 


| President Nixon a letter expressing their serious concern 


about "the extent of disaffection among the American 
troops." 


A number of such discouraged officers went so far as to 
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Sgt. Willum T. McCoy of the Reconnaissance Intelligence 
Technical Squadron at Tan Son Nhut air base sports a pair 
of heart-shaped sunglasses. 





resign. Pentagon statistics on West Point graduates reveal 
that the class of 1965 had entered almost as many resig- 
nations in five years as the class of 1961 did in nine. Many 
of those who did not resign adopted the attitude, as one of- 
ficer put it, “if that's the way they want to play then all I’m 
going to do is to come over here [to Vietnam], enhance my 
career, and get the hell out.” According to a Defense De- 
partment study, a disturbing number of officers in Vietnam 
shared this negative outlook: “the confusion of political, so- 
cial, ond military goals and requirements which domi- 
nated U.S. involvement in Vietnam created an extremely 
frustrating environment for many senior officers, some of 
whom might therefore respond with suspicion [and] 
distrust.” 

While resignations depleted the number of officers 
available for command slots in South Vietnam, the pool of 
men from which junior officers were drawn was also 
shrinking. Enrollment in Reserve Officers’ Training Corps 
(ROTC), a traditionally valuable source of college- 
educated officers, dropped from a total for all services in 
1960 of 230,000 to 123,000 by 1969. This marked fall-off in 
ROTC enrollment was caused primarily by a general 
antimilitary climate on college campuses. Dwindling 
ROTC enrollment forced the Pentagon to meet the spiral- 


ing demand for junior officers by relying more heavily on 
Officers’ Candidate Schools (OCS), which sought would- 
be officers from the enlisted ranks. 

By 1967 half of the newly commissioned officers were 
soldiers who went through OCS. Even there the unpopu- 
larity of the war was taking its toll. Because of draft defer- 
ments for college students and a drop off in enlistments, the 
overall caliber of junior officers in Vietnam declined. Even 
the quality of noncoms suffered as a result of the pressing 
need for junior officers. By granting temporary company- 
grade commissions to thousands of its experienced non- 
coms, the military had to fill the gap by promoting gener- 
ally younger and inexperienced enlisted men to the non- 
commissioned ranks. Soldiers sarcastically referred to 
them as "instant NCOs” or "shake-n-bake sergeants.” 


An army in search of a mission 





The toughest challenge for officers in South Vietnam was 
to remotivate combat troops beset by short-timer's fever. 
Motivation had not been a great problem in the days of 
fighting before the Tet offensive. Then the troops’ con- 
fidence that their actions made a difference, that they 
were winning the war, was all the incentive they required. 
But the beginning of withdrawal changed that. The sol- 
diers heard no more talk of victory, of big, coordinated 
search and destroy offensives, of aggressive tactics of at- 
trition. The army's mission had become mainly delensive, 
or as a senior U.S. officer summed it up, "to hold the fort 
until the Indians make peace." 

Tactics were revised accordingly, as small American 
patrols fanned out across the countryside to seek out 
enemy bases and caches. One American general de- 
scribed them as "windshield wiper tactics." "We just kept 
going, going," he said, "going back and forth to keep the 
countryside clear." 

American commanders considered the shift to defen- 
sively oriented "windshield wiper tactics" essential to the 
U.S. withdrawal strategy that emphasized pacification 
and security in the villages. Although these tactics were 
enthusiastically implemented by MACV, they tended to 
exacerbate discontent among combat troops. Risking their 
lives for victory was one thing. But exposing themselves to 
danger for other than that seemed pointless. Specialist 5 
Charles Thornton, a medic with the 1st Air Cavalry Divi- 
sion, articulated the distinction: "The first time I was here, 
in 1968, we were more aggressive. Then people felt that if 
we really went at it, we could finish the war. Now we 
know that it will go on after we leave, so why get killed?" 
Captain Richard Gayle, a battalion surgeon, attributed 
the troops’ flagging motivation to their lack of under- 
standing of the purpose and value of their efforts. "To the 
enlisted ranks,” he said, “the men don't always under- 
stand why the war is being fought. They would like to 
know why they have to risk their lives in a particular mis- 


sion. To them," Gayle continued, "it looks like an endless | 


t 


war. 

The prevalent “search and clear” tactics, forcing the 
troops day in and day out to hump the same hills or wade 
the same rice fields, strengthened the men's impression 
that their mission mattered little to the war's outcome. "The 
men see very small returns for their accomplishments,” re- 
marked Lieutenant Sonny Tuel. “The very nature of the 
war makes them patrol the same patch of ground over 
and over again. They kill a few Vietcong, but more will be 
there next time. They know the army will be leaving and 
that the job is not going to be finished. Six months or a 
year from now Vietnam won't be much different from to- 
day. That's how they see the war.” 

The slackening enemy activity through much of South 
Vietnam in 1969 and 1970 should have offered some relief 
to grunts stricken with short-timer's fever. It did not. If any- 
thing, scant contact with the enemy tended to confirm their 
cynicism about the usefulness of their patrolling. Further- 
more, the enemy could still wreak casualties on Ameri- 
cans with mines and booby traps, two of the big, if not the 
biggest, sources of U.S. casualties. They could disable 
anyone or anything moving anywhere on the ground. In 
August 1970, Specialist 4 Charles Staples of Chicago, 
helping load his wounded buddies aboard a helicopter, 
set off a booby trap. He was lucky enough to survive his 
second booby trap wound in ten months. “It blew shell 
fragments into my calves and knees,” he recalled. “I guess 
] triggered it just as I was passing the men in." That same 
day, on a routine visit to Firebase Bronco, south of Chu 
Lai, First Lieutenant Franklin Nelson, a company com- 


mander in the 11th Infantry Brigade, and eighteen of his | 


men joined the list of mine victims. As they drove along a 
supposedly secure road, a powerful explosion, detonated 
by a mine alongside the road, killed Franklin and 
wounded everyone else. 


This daily round of random death and incapacitation | 


from mines and booby traps, combined with short-timer's 
fever and skepticism about the worih of "search and 
clear," steadily lowered American morale. One GI mut- 


tered, “A lot of our buddies got killed here but they died | 
for nothing. Our morale, man, it's so low you can't see it." | 
An American officer rendered this diagnosis: “A man can- | 
not release any adrenalin against a mine or booby trap. | 














We train him to be a skilled, aggressive infantryman, and | 


then his skills never get to be used. But he still bears the 
lears and stresses of combat. It can be very debilitating." 
Search and evade —————— 
American officers soon discovered how debilitating the 
combat environment could be to unit effectiveness and dis- 
cipline. Trying to bolster combat unit morale, officers en- 
countered conditions they were not prepared to deal with. 
"Back in 1967," said Colonel Joseph Ulatowski, "officers 
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gave orders and didn't have to worry about the sensi- 
tivities of the men and find new ways of doing the job. 
Otherwise you can send the men on a search mission, but 
they won't search.” “Not searching” was what American 
officers had been chastising South Vietnamese units about 
for years. But in 1969 it was becoming part of the tactical 
repertoire of some American combat units, particularly at 
the squad and platoon level. The procedure was simple. 
Instead of searching areas possibly "hot" with enemy ac- 
tivity, American patrols searched somewhere else. 
There were other evasion techniques. When ordered 
out on patrol some soldiers just halted a few yards outside 
their base perimeter, stalled as long as their patrol might 
be expected to take, and then returned to base with a 
bogus report. Sometimes troops on “evasion maneuvers” 
had to concoct a complicated charade to cover them- 
selves. Marine lieutenant William Broyles, Jr., who served 
in Vietnam from 1969 to 1970, recalls a situation when his 
infantry unit deliberately “faked” a patrol. His unit, whose 
patrol sector included an area thought to be infested with 
NVA regulars, was told by the commander to “go get 
some.” Concluding that “it would have been suicide,” as 
Broyles tells it, the unit “faked the patrol on our radios, 
talking to each other from a few feet away as if we were 
crossing rivers, climbing hills, taking up new positions. We 
weren't about to risk our lives.” 
Pressure from their troops to “search and evade” put 
some junior officers and noncoms, who led small patrols, 
| in an untenable ethical position. On the one hand, their 
| sworn duty as officers bound them to obey their superiors’ 

orders and to accomplish their missions to the best of their 
| ability. On the other hand, their responsibility for the wel- 
| fare of their troops, enhanced by close contact at the small 
unit level, made them feel their first priority during the 
withdrawal was to avoid unnecessary dangers and, 
above all, to keep their men alive until redeployment. De- 
spite the motivational problems they encountered, the ma- 
jority of officers tried to accomplish their missions to the 
best of their ability. Some adopted a look-the-other-way 
policy. Rather than risking a controntation with their men 
that might cast a blemish on their command record, these 
| officers and noncoms simply let things slide. 

A small but growing number of officers, however, chose 
concern for their men as their chief priority and deliber- 
ately cooperated with “evasive measures” to hold combat 
risk to a minimum. “The most important part of my job 
now,” one army lieutenant colonel felt, “is to get as many 

| men as possible back to the U.S. alive.” For these officers, 
leading their men through the motions of searching for the 

| enemy was a conscious command decision. “Whenever 

we can get away with it," one young lieutenant admitted, 

“we radio the old man [the commander] that we are mov- 

ing our platoon forward . . . to search for the enemy. But if 

| there is any risk of getting shot at, we stay where we are 
until the choppers come to pick us up.” 
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Not all occasions for contact with the enemy were 
avoided by such officers and noncoms. But they usually 
would not lead their men into combat without first eval- 
uating the pros and cons of their mission. “H I think a mis- 
sion will be too costly," declared Sergeant Ralph Mitchell, 
"I weigh the value of it, and my men come first." Specialist 
4 Douglas H. Michels, leading his squad on patrol near 
Camp Eagle just southeast of Hue, headquarters of the 
U.S. Army 101st Airborne Division, opted first for the safety 
of his men and it cost him his rank. Ordered to ascend a 
hill he knew to be recently mined and booby trapped by 
the Communists, Michels decided otherwise: “It just wasn't 
necessary. Some of my men might have been killed.” After 
scaling another hill, Specialist 4 Michels and his squad re- 
turned to base. There Michels's superior busted him to pri- 
vate. Michels still has no regrets: “You know, one general 
told me that it was a disgrace for me to refuse an order in 
combat. And another told me that I did the right thing.” 

For most officers, however, duty did not mean yielding 
to their troops’ short-timer's fever or to “democracy in the 
foxholes,” or to the disobeying of orders. Because of their 
insistence on following orders such soldiers, many of them 
career officers and noncoms, were characterized by en- 
listed men as "Regular Army” or by the more disparaging 
term, “lifer.” 

The fact that combat units consisted largely of draftees, 
who often openly denigrated the military establishment, or 
the “Green Machine” as they scornfully called it, aggra- 
vated relations between officers and their men. Some sol- 
diers defiantly printed "Fuck the Green Machine” on their 
jackets and helmets. Others wore peace medallions and 
other antiwar symbols to irritate their “lifer” officers. 

Troops in combat units especially resented the fact that 
army and marine officers served only six months of their 
one-year tour in combat while enlisted men served a full 
year. MACV had instituted the six-month limit for officers 
in combat units in 1965 to “blood” as many officers as pos- 
sible and to build a large reserve of experienced combat 
leaders. Enlisted men in combat units sometimes referred 
to their rotating officers as “ticket punchers” whose only 
interest lay in acquiring a reputation for aggressiveness 
and combat results—measured in statistics such as the 
body count—to earn a promotion and a step up the career 
ladder. A Defense Department study found that “rather 
than feeling that they were led by an officer corps which 
was worthy of respect and which was sharing the burden 
of sacrifice, the feeling became widespread [among the 
soldiers} that they were expendable pawns being used to 
further the development of an experienced corps of offi- 
cers. Soldiers frequently had more combat exposure than 
their officers." The soldiers often called their officers 
“REMFs” (standing for "Rear Echelon Mother Fuckers”), a 
derogatory term for men who spent half or all their tours 
in the rear. 

The officer rotation system had been a source of antag- 


onism between officers and enlisted men in combat units 
from 1965 onward. But, during the withdrawal, when the 
aggressiveness and combat results demanded of career- 
minded officers became anathema to many troops, that 
antagonism, at its most extreme degree, could turn to out- 
right hatred. Newsweek reported a bizarre incident in late 
1970 in which an American entertainer heard “grunts 
cheer enthusiastically when they learned that two of their 
own officers had just been killed by a Vietcong ambush.” 
Such hatred severed the bond of trust between officers 
and men, pitting one side against the other. In a small but 
still alarming number of cases the result was willful in- 
subordination. 





“Sir, my men refuse to fight” 





August 1969, Song Chang Valley, I Corps. For five days, 
Alpha Company, 3d Battalion, 196th Light Infantry Bri- 
gade, Americal Division, had been assaulting the lab- 
yrinth of NVA bunkers on the rocky, jungle slope of Nui 
Lon Mountain. Each time Alpha Company had been re- 


TA 


At Fire Support Base Betty near the Cambodian border, Capt. Brian Utermahlen (second from left) of Comp 


pulsed by a concealed enemy who let the men come close 
and then cut them down with deadly crossfire. American 
casualties ran high. Only forty-nine men of Alpha Com- 
pany were left Then, on August 24, Lieutenant Colonel 
Robert Bacon, commander of the 3d Battalion, ordered Al- 
pha Company to attack the bunkers a sixth time. Alpha 
Company did not move. 

Bacon, impatient at the delay, repeated his order. Still 
nothing. Finally, the nervous voice of Lieutenant Eugene 
Schurtz, Alpha Company's commander, crackled over the 
radio at Bacon's headquarters. Two newsmen, Peter 
Arnett and Horst Faas, were with Bacon when the call 
came in. “I am sorry, sir,” Schurtz informed Bacon, “but 
my men have refused to go. ... We cannot move out." Ba- 
con shot back, "Repeat that please. Have you told them 
what it means to disobey orders under fire?” 

"I think they understand," Schurtz replied, "but some of 
them simply had enough. They are broken. There are boys 
here who have only ninety days left in Vietnam. They want 
to go home in one piece.” Bacon sent Major Richard 
Waite, his executive officer, and Sergeant Okey Blanken- 
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any A, Ist Battalion, 





8th Cavalry, 1st Air Cavalry Division, has a beer with his men. "I can put myself in the PFC's shoes without any bother," Uter- 
mahlen said. “I went to school with guys like these. I know them.” 
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ship to give the insubordinate troops a “pep talk and a 
kick in the butt.” 

Waite and Blankenship found the men exhausted. 
Schurtz was sobbing. Alter talking with the men, Blanken- 
ship realized a pep talk was fruitless. So he “lied,” telling 
the men that “another company was down to fifteen men 
and still on the move.” An Alpha soldier asked why, and 
Blankenship replied, “Maybe they got something more 
than you've got.” The soldier, with clenched fists, charged 
Blankenship, shouting, “Don't call us cowards, we are not 
cowards.” Blankenship's ploy roused the men a little. But 

_ they would not budge until assured the NVA had already 
| abandoned the bunkers. The NVA had, and Alpha Com- 
| pany moved out. 

| The Alpha Company incident—the bureaucratic term 
| for an incident of this sort is "combat refusal" —was head- 
| lined in newspapers across America. Despite the attention 
it attracted, the army downplayed the incident. Major 
General Lloyd Ramsey, commander of the Americal Divi- 
sion, called it "a slight ripple on the water. It was settled in 
a few moments. The whole thing was blown out of propor- 
tion.” Ramsey even pronounced the morale of his men 
| "great, amazing.” An Alpha Company soldier con- 
tradicted him, snapping, “Those patriots [the officers] are 
trying to get us all killed.” 

The glossing over of Alpha Company's combat refusal 
was shortsighted. Although the number of soldiers of the 
100,000 American combat troops involved in combat refus- 
als was few, the increasing frequency of such incidents re- 
flected the severely deteriorating morale of U.S. forces. 
According to a report issued by the Senate Armed Serv- 
ices Committee in 1971, there were at least thirty-five indi- 
vidual combat refusals during 1970 in the 1st Air Cavalry 
| Division alone. That same year the Department of the 
Army released documents showing a steady increase in 
court-martial cases involving “acts of insubordination, 
mutiny, and willful disobedience” to a total of almost 382 
in 1970. Unit-sized refusals were also on the rise. In No- 
vember 1969, at Cu Chi near the Cambodian border, 
twenty-one men of the Ist Platoon, Company B, 2d Battal- 
ion, 27th Infantry, 25th Infantry Division, refused to ad- 
vance into combat. Most of them were combat veterans 
and short-timers. When Captain Frank Smith ordered 
them directly to move, the soldiers defied his command. 

If Americans held any doubts about the authenticity of 
combat refusal reports, they got the chance in April 1970 
to see one live on television, courtesy of CBS News. The 
scene was a dirt road in War Zone C. The cast consisted 
of Captain Al Rice and the men of Charlie Company, 2d 
Battalion, 7th Cavalry, 1st Air Cavalry Division, as well as 
CBS newsman John Laurence and his cameraman. The 
drama began when Captain Rice ordered his unit down a 
jungle path presumably surrounded by the enemy, toward 
a landing zone. The men balked. Before the sound cam- 
eras, Rice told Laurence, “We're going to move on the 
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road, period.” Charlie Company remained obdurate. One 
soldier spoke up: “I'm not going to walk there. Nothing 
doing. My whole squad ain't walking down that trail... 
[it's] a suicide walk. ... We've had too many companies, 
too many battalions want to walk the road. They get 
blown away.” While the camera filmed the incident, 
Charlie Company took an alternative path to its landing 
zone. 

Military authorities had difficulty coping with the un- 
precedented rise of combat refusals. The traditional 
method for dealing with such an act of insubordination 
was the general court-martial. But the military justice sys- 
tem in Vietnam proved an inadequate means of bringing 
offenders to trial, prosecuting, and sentencing them in a 
way that deterred others from risking similar punishment. 
Military courts and legal staffs were already over- 
burdened with cases involving corruption in the ranks, 
AWOL offenders, and deserters. With the rotation policy, 
the rapid turnover of personnel affected the legal staff, the 
potential defendants, and witnesses. Furthermore, since 
the cumbersome court-martial procedure was impractical 
in the field, senior commanders frequently imposed lesser 
administrative penalties at their discretion, such as loss of 
pay, demotion, or punishment duty. Combat officers some- 
times felt that sending a man to the rear to stand trial con- 
stituted a “reward” because it freed him from combat 
duty. So military justice for combat refusals was often in- 
consistent, leaving punishment to be set according to the 
individual standards followed by the field commanders. 
The men of Alpha Company, for example, did not even re- 
ceive a reprimand for their insubordination. Nor did the 
troops of Charlie Company for their combat refusal, which 
one of the unit's senior commanders, a colonel, said was 
not “even a near rebellion.” A member of Company C, 2d 
Battalion, 501st Infantry, who refused to move with his 
combat unit to another position, was removed from his 
unit, prosecuted, and found guilty of disobeying a direct 
order. He received a suspended sentence. 





An army at war with itself 





For junior officers and noncoms combat refusals were un- 
nerving, disorienting traumas. When word got around that 
a television audience of millions of Americans saw and 
heard Captain Rice “bargaining” with his company, the 
effect was depressing to many officers. One platoon 
leader confessed, “I've got to run a sort of carrot-and- 
stick operation. The idea I got in training was that I give 
an order and everyone would obey. But when I got out 
here, 1 realized things weren't that simple.” To their dis- 
may, officers of many units discerned among their troops 
the “us against them” mentality. The volatile division in the 
ranks almost inevitably ignited violence. 

Those officers who spurned the carrot-and-stick for a 
hard-line, traditional approach to command and dis- 


cipline exposed themselves to danger. The cost to aggres- 
sive leaders could be severe. "Fragging' is a seemingly 
innocuous word with a dark meaning. It derives from the 
fragmentation grenade, which leaves no fingerprints, and 
came to be the term for soldiers’ efforts to murder their of- 
ficers without leaving incriminating evidence. Fragging 
also became a general term for all attacks on fellow serv- 
icemen with grenades, rifles, or knives. The killing of offi- 
cers and noncoms by U.S. troops was not unknown during 
earlier wars. In World War I, involving over 4.7 million 
U.S. personnel, fewer than 370 of what are now called 
fragging incidents came to court-martial. The ratio of 
fraggings to personnel was about the same during World 
War II and the Korean War. In Vietnam fraggings in- 
creased conspicuously. After a young West Pointer from 
Senator Mike Mansfield's Montana was fragged and 
killed in his sleep, Mansfield asked for an inquiry into the 
practice. The Pentagon reluctantly disclosed that frag- 
gings in Vietnam during 1970 totaled 209, more than 
double those of 1969. Forty-five Americans, mostly officers 
and noncoms, lost their lives. A Defense Department study 
concluded that in 1969 and 1970 fraggings “reached dis- 
turbingly high” levels in South Vietnam. 

In previous wars, fraggings normally took place in the 
field, usually in combat situations. Incompetent or over- 
zealous officers, reckoned by the men to be “dangerous” 
to them, were the targets. During a battle or skirmish, one 
or more soldiers would shoot the intended victim, and he 
would be reported as killed in action. Vietnam had its 
share of these executions. Stories circulated of despised 
lieutenants or NCOs who were killed in the field by their 
men. There were cases when hatred for "overaggressive" 
officers ran so high that soldiers dared to place fragging 
bounties on their heads. Sometimes money for bounties of 
$50 to $1,000 was raised among disgruntled troops. The 
most notorious was a $10,000 bounty offered in the under- 
ground newspaper GI Says for the fragging of Lieutenant 
Colonel Weldon Honeycutt, who ordered and led the 
costly assault on Hamburger Hill in mid-1969. There were, 
in fact, several attempts on his life, but Honeycutt man- 
aged to survive his tour and return stateside. Other offi- 
cers tagged for murder were not so fortunate. 

A striking aspect of the pattern of fraggings in South 
Vietnam was that an inordinate number occurred in rear 
areas, away from the perils of combat. The likely victims 
in these cases would be a REMF, or a "strictly by-the- 
book” officer, or an NCO representing to the enlisted men 
the regimented values of the "Green Machine." Captain 
William Paris of the 11th Armored Cavalry Regiment re- 
members a fragging threat to one such “lifer” sergeant. 
“He was, you know, an old soldier. To him the army was 
the army and didn't have any problems . . . which was 
totally the wrong attitude." Captain Paris advised the ser- 
geant not to try to enforce strict military discipline among 
the troops and told him “to cool it.” The sergeant ignored 


his warnings and continued to insist upon strict adherence | 
to military regulations by his men. Finally, his resentful ; 


troops decided to “frighten” the sergeant. “They set up a 
claymore mine by the sergeant's bed,” Paris recalls, "with 


a trip wire that wasn't set up to detonate. That scared the | 


sergeant so we had him reassigned.” 
Fraggings sometimes involved a macabre ritual. A 


smoke grenade might be rolled into cm officer's sleeping | 


quarters as a first warning. If that failed to change the offi- | 


cer's behavior, a second warning, in the form of a tear gas 
grenade, would follow. If that failed, the fragger would 
employ the real thing, a fragmentation grenade. Usually 


the second warning was sufficient. Bill Karabaic, who | 


served with the 101st Airborne Division, remembers a 
rookie lieutenant who, because of his niggling enforce- 
ment of petty regulations, ran the risk of getting the full 
treatment. "The first day he was smoked," said Karabaic. 
"The second gassed. The third day he was building a 
frag-proof hootch." Fortunately for that young lieutenant, 
his men—for reasons oí their own—made no further at- 
tempts to frag him. 


“You've got to stop...” 


The military authorities acknowledged the rash of frag- 
gings and related acts of violence in South Vietnam. In 
testimony before the Senate Armed Services Committee, 
Robert Froehlke, a nominee for secretary of the army, de- 
clared that "fraggings by any other name are murder, 
clear and simple murder, and we must deal with them as 
we deal with any other murder.” To this end the marines 
organized Operation Freeze in mid-1970, a coordinated 
command and judicial program “to make escape more 
difficult for fraggers and conviction more certain.” The op- 
eration was organized by Lieutenant General William 
Jones. "I went out there," he recalls, "and had a big ses- 
sion with all the division commanders [and] said ‘you've 





got to stop this!' " The army undertook similar programs to | 


identify and prosecute fraggers. 

But the perpetrators could not be so easily singled out 
and prosecuted. Although only one man might toss the 
grenade or pull the trigger, he usually acted with the tacit 
if not express approval of his comrades. The silent bond of 
“us against them” made identifying the culprit or obtain- 
ing witnesses extraordinarily difficult. In part because of 
this, only about 10 percent of fraggings came to trial. 

If responsibility for fragging was collective, the victim 


was not just the individual officer injured or killed. His col- | 


leagues also suffered the intimidation and fear that the 
fraggings were designed to convey. Captain Barry Stein- 
berg of the Army Judge Advocate General Corps called it 
"the troops’ way of controlling officers," adding that it was 
“deadly effective.” The psychological terrorism of fragging 
not only made officers think twice before issuing an order, 
it bred a debilitating paranoia among them. Said a colo- 
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At Camp Tien Sha in Da Nang navy lieutenant Owen Heggs teaches one of the first black history courses in Vietnam in 1969. 








nel in Vietnam who received a box of cigars from his unit 
as a Christmas gift, “You know, my first thought was that 
maybe a frag was hidden inside.” 

Since 1948, when President Harry Truman had ordered 
the military to desegregate, the armed forces had made 
significant strides in eliminating racially discriminatory 
| practices. But in the 1960s pockets of discrimination re- 

mained. Blacks, for instance, were more likely than whites 
to be assigned to low-skilled specialties, including in- 
fantry duty. By 1971, although blacks comprised less than 
12 percent of the population, they made up 16.3 percent of 
the infantry and 19.6 percent of service and supply 
positions. In contrast, fewer than 4.9 percent of electronic 
specialists were black. Project 100,000, a manpower re- 
cruitment program instituted by the military at the prod- 
| 





ding of President Johnson and Secretary of Defense Robert 

McNamara, was partly responsible. It lowered the educa- 

| tional standards required for acceptance into the military. 

| Thus the military had to take men, many of whom were 

| black, whose poor educations led to their being assigned 
| to low-skill support and combat specialties. 

The burgeoning civil rights movement of the 1960s 
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heightened black soldiers’ awareness of these disparities, 
and mounting resentment often found expression in violent 
protests and racial strife. Starting in 1968 racial violence 
disrupted American military bases around the world. Af- 
ter touring marine bases in 1969 to assess the racial cli- 
mate, Lieutenant General Leonard Chapman concluded, 
“There is no question about it, we’ve got a problem.” 

It was not surprising that South Vietnam, especially 
during withdrawal, became the military's racial pressure 
cooker. Blacks there in 1969 and 1970 angrily denounced 
obvious discrimination. Although they represented only 
one-ninth of U.S. forces in Vietnam, blacks constituted 
one-fifth of combat troops. Some infantry units were 
nearly 50 percent black. And blacks accounted for 14 per- 
cent of all battle casualties. Racial violence, however, 
rarely broke out in combat units while they were in the 
field. "When you drink out of the same canteen and eat off 
the same spoon," said one black paratrooper of the 173d 
Airborne Brigade, "you get real tight together." Captain 
William Paris, a white officer, agrees: "In a tactical unit, 
you didn't have racism, ‘cause that guy wasn't a ‘nigger,’ 
he was your best friend. And if you didn't believe it, the 


first time the rounds flew you found nothing but [GIs] in 
those foxholes that didn't have a racist bone in their body.” 

It was in rear areas where racial enmities that might 
have been suppressed in combat were likely to burst into 
violence. A 1972 army inspector general's report on racial 
incidents in Vietnam in 1969 and 1970 observed that "192 
or 81 percent of the serious incident reports addressing 
blacks and whites are concentrated in built-up military 
areas.” A black army lieutenant colonel commented: 
“What happens to us in Vietnam is no different than what 
happens in the United States—except for combat. The 
threat of death changes many things, but comradeship 
doesn't last long after you get to the village.” At Tien Sha, 
near Da Nang, a civil rights protest rally ignited an all-out 
braw? between black and white onlookers. Ronald Wash- 
ington, a twenty-year-old soldier from California, gave 
this account: “As our sessions ended two white guys 
stopped and asked what we were doing. We told them to 
leave but they yelled ‘black mother fuckers’ and threw 
rocks. So twelve blacks caught them and did a job.” After 
more whites joined the fray, the base commander arrived 
to restore order. At first a black militant armed with a rifle 
threatened the commander. But Washington persuaded 
the soldier to surrender his weapon. In 1970, at Camp 
Evans near the DMZ, groups of white and black soldiers, 
after hurling racial epithets at each other, rushed for their 
weapons and faced off. A racial firefight was barely 
averted when the commander “cooled things down.” 

American officers did not possess, nor could they have 
been expected to possess, the training to solve long-stand- 
ing racial inequities. And traditional military discipline 
gave them inadequate means to punish racism. In just ten 
months of 1969 the Marine Ist Division reported seventy- 
nine racial assaults and three racially motivated frag- 
gings. One grenade attack at an enlisted men’s club killed 
one marine and injured sixty-two others. The military did 
institute several measures to reduce racial friction. It elimi- 
nated restrictions against modified Afro haircuts and no 
longer prohibited black soldiers from performing the 
“dap,” an elaborate handshake greeting consisting of a 
series of hand, wrist, and arm slappings and finger 
snappings. Discrimination against black soldiers prac- 
ticing the Black Muslim religion was also forbidden. The 
most important measure required commanders to estab- 
lish formal grievance sessions and integrated civil rights 
committees to hear and discuss racial complaints. These 
sessions provided the opportunity for blacks and whites to 
discuss openly their differences. Still, many black soldiers 
doubted that anything beneficial would come of them. A 
1971 Defense Department study of air force units in South- 
east Asia “found minority group frustration so high that [at 
grievance sessions] many men found it difficult to articu- 
late their complaints.” Ronald Washington, after his first 
such session, said: “J wish now that I had let that brother 
blow the base commander's head off.” 





Dropping out 





Several thousand soldiers of America’s disengagement 
army, instead of ticking off the days unti! the magic date oí 
redeployment, chose a different course. They deserted. 
(Being absent without leave for more than thirty days 
amounts to desertion.) Soldiers rarely deserted while in 
combat. Out in “the boonies"—the hills, jungles, and rice 
fields—there was no place to go. “What are you going to 
do,” quipped a GI, “walk through Cambodia?” As for 
deserting to the enemy, the few Americans who tried it 
discovered it was no easy matter. The Vietcong were not 
interested in giving sanctuary to deserters. A VC spokes- 
man cautioned, “If Gls desert and go over and live with 
our forces, they will have a difficult life to lead.” 
Throughout the war, only 5,000 servicemen were dis- 
charged for deserting during a combat tour in South Viet- 
nam. Tens of thousands of other soldiers seeking to escape 
the war opted for a different form of withdrawal, a psy- 
chological one through drugs. Marijuana was the most 
popular choice. A MACV survey of marijuana availability 
in Saigon found that it could be purchased in almost every 
shop in the city. Marijuana cigarettes that cost a dollar in 
Da Nang cost only ten cents in Saigon. Between 1965 and 
1967 only a small percentage of U.S. troops were known to 
be indulging in marijuana. According to Defense Depart- 
ment studies, the percentage of troops smoking marijuana 
in 1968 was on the upswing, rising to about 25 percent. 
The following year, it skyrocketed. A Defense Department 
survey found that between 1969 and 1971 almost 50 per- 





cent of America’s troops were using marijuana on either a | 


regular or occasional basis. “All you have to do,” said one 
GI, “is shuffle around until some mama-san offers it to 
you.” A brigade officer confirmed his assessment: "When 
a man is in Vietnam, he can be sure that no matter where 
he is, who he is with, or who he is talking to, there are 
probably drugs within twenty-five feet of him.” 

MACV responded to the marijuana problem with a 
campaign to arrest and prosecute users. It set up a crime 
lab to assist in convicting servicemen suspected of drug 
use and requested a narcotics agent from the Justice De- 
partment. The first of a corps of dogs trained to be "mari- 
juana sniffers” arrived in 1969 to uncover pot caches at 
US. installations. MACV even undertook a psychological 
operations program, distributing posters with messages 





like “Marijuana Means Trouble” to discourage potential | 


offenders. 
MACV's war on marijuana achieved substantial suc- 
cess in cutting the supply of marijuana available at Amer- 


ican installations. But it could not control the ability of | 
soldiers to purchase marijuana almost anywhere outside | 


their base. In addition, military commanders made little 
progress in convincing the troops that smoking marijuana 
was harmful. The rise of a permissive attitude toward 
marijuana in the United States made it difficult to per- 
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suade soldiers that marijuana was “immoral” or posed 
any risk to their health. Moreover, many soldiers had ex- 
perimented with drugs or used them regularly before en- 
tering the military. 

The American drive against marijuana was well under- 
way when heroin made its appearance in South Vietnam. 
The source was the mountainous region stretching across 
the borders of Laos, Burma, and Thailand, known as the 
“Golden Triangle.” The CIA identified at least twenty-one 
opium refineries there, which produced 700 tons of opium 
annually or about half the world's supply. Heroin flowed 


| into South Vietnam via several conduits: Royal Thai Air 


Force and army personnel, American soldiers returning 
from R&R in Bangkok, and corrupt South Vietnamese 
civilians and military officials. American pilots also partic- 
ipated in smuggling. The command pilot for Ambassador 
Ellsworth Bunker was arrested at Tan Son Nhut air base 
with $8 million worth of heroin in his aircraft. He was 
court-martialed and sentenced to Leavenworth. 

Other drugs flowed through the virtually uninterrupted 
drug pipeline that brought American soldiers a smorgas- 
bord of pot, heroin, opium, cocaine, and amphetamines at 
ridiculously low prices compared to the United States. 
Opium sold for one dollar per injection, morphine five dol- 
lars a vial. A heroin habit could be supported for as little 
as two dollars a day. An American drug expert, Alfred 
McCoy, noted: "Fourteen-year-old girls were selling 
heroin at roadside stands; Saigon street peddlers stuffed 
plastic vials of 95 percent pure heroin into the pockets of 
soldiers and marines as they strolled through downtown 
Saigon." By 1969 pot and heroin sales among Gls were 
booming. According to DOD statistics, an estimated 60 
percent of U.S. soldiers in Vietnam were customers for 
marijuana and 25 to 30 percent for hard drugs like heroin. 


Slowing time down 
For many soldiers dope supplied an antidote to short- 


timer's fever. “Sure I used a lot more as I got shorter,” said 
a soldier. “It turned things into a joke. You smoked dope, 


| you avoided contact, you avoided patrol, you faked your 


way through. ...” Soldiers with a bad case of short-timer's 
fever sometimes graduated to heroin, according to drug 
treatment specialist Dr. Norman Zinberg, after finding 
that, as a soldier told him, "marijuana slows time down" 
but “heroin speeds it up. The days go bip, bip, bip.” 

A Defense Department report cited the compulsion “to 
separaie one’s self from mental and physical pain” and 
the hope of “easing frustrations . . . of the military environ- 
ment” as primary causes of widespread drug use. The de- 
moralized state of the troops—evidenced by disobedience, 
fragging, and racial upheaval—contributed to the emo- 
tional pressures. "Vietnam is a very concentrated expe- 
rience," commented one marijuana-smoking GI. “It's like 
a giant corporation where you can't quit and everybody 
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has gone crazy.” Bill Karabaic, who counseled drug users 
in the 101st Airborne Division, described the link between 
the “unreal” world of the soldier where traditional values 
were turned topsy-turvy and the use of drugs as pain- 
killers: “Many Gls find the war so confusing they feel they 
are in a dream. Life is unreal. Values are crazy [and] 
iragging officers is acceptable. ... Vietnam is a bad 
place, and most people want to get through as ... 
painlessly as possible.” 

Drugs were sometimes used by combat troops as well 
as by those in the rear. Although evidence shows that 
drugs in combat were the exception rather than the rule, a 
Congressional committee heard testimony that “American 
soldiers are smoking pot in combat [and] pilots smoke it 
before going on helicopter missions." An officer recounted 
how "one of the guys I worked with had been doing speed 
and they got into contact, and he flipped out... he was a 
basket case.” 

In the rear, away from many of the dangers of war, 
combat troops could partake of drugs freely and in large, 
powerful doses. A journalist saw “one young man who 
had just returned to base after thirteen days in the field 
pour a vial of heroin into a large pot of vodka and drink 
it." On November 10, 1970, CBS News presented a six- 
minute television broadcast of members of the Ist Air 
Cavalry Division conducting a “marijuana smoke-in” at a 
firebase. American viewers watched soldiers smoke pot 
through the barrel of a shotgun. Asked if he worried about 
getting high on the job, one rear area soldier from another 
unit replied, “As long as we do our jobs, we can get 
stoned from the minute we get up until the minute we hit 
the sack." For rear area troops, boredom, low morale, 
hostility toward the military, and peer pressure were the 
principal reasons for widespread drug use. 

The use of drugs was primarily confined to enlisted 
ranks. A study on heroin use in Vietnam among the 1,100 
enlisted men of the 23d Artillery Group at Phu Loi found 
that over 20 percent of them had used heroin at one time 
or another in Vietnam. 

Many officers despaired of discipline or punishment as 
a solution. "If I caught a guy with marijuana and docked 
him half a month's pay, it wouldn't matter to him,” re- 
marked a master sergeant. "They all had money to burn. 
... If I booted them out, I wouldn't have any company 
left.” Nevertheless, the military in South Vietnam used 
every weapon it could muster in a war on drugs. But de- 
spite 8,000 arrests in 1969 and 11,050 in 1970, the numbers 
of pot and heroin users increased. An amnesty program to 
rehabilitate soldiers with drug addictions provided help 
for some, but many refused to participate. A Defense De- 





At a drug rehabilitation center in Can Tho in 1971, a doctor 
has put this GI to sleep for two or three days to ease the 
agony of withdrawing from heroin. 

















105 


partment study evaluated the military's drug enforcement 
and rehabilitation programs in Vietnam as having “little 
effect because of failure to understand the basic causes for 
drug usage in Vietnam. ... As a consequence of its failure 
to anticipate the drug abuse problem, the army initially 
had no effective activity/ work programs to divert potential 
users from drugs, and the subsequent response to the 
drug epidemic in many cases was 'too little, too late.’ ” 

Meanwhile, drug-related crimes proliferated. Drug- 
induced squabbles between enlisted men resulted in beat- 
ings, knifings, and fraggings. A military psychologist re- 
calls a sentry, sky-high on drugs, "who shot his buddy at 
pointblank range in the belief that his buddy was Ho Chi 
Minh.” The fragging of officers who tried to crack down on 
drugs was also known to occur. 

The drug toll for American soldiers rose to a degree 


| that throughout 1971, while fewer than 5,000 soldiers un- 


derwent hospital treatment for combat wounds, four times 
that number, 20,529, required treatment for serious drug 
abuse. A high-ranking military officer described Vietnam 
as “poison in the veins of the American military.” Insofar 
as drugs were concerned, he was correct. 


A question of honor 


The declining discipline and morale affecting America's 
army during the withdrawal also contributed to worsen- 


| ing relations with the South Vietnamese. American troops 


were paintully aware that the timing of their redeployment 
depended to a considerable degree on the rate of prog- 
ress achieved in Vietnamization. What Americans had ob- 
served of the performance of their ARVN allies did not 
inspire much respect or confidence. And in 1969 and 1970 
the oft-repeated saying of soldiers became, “I don't want 
to die buying time for the gooks," or as an American army 
sergeant lamented, “ARVNs aren't worth a damn. Every 


| time they get scared they run. . . ." 


The contemptuous attitude of many American soldiers 
toward ARVN eventually distorted their perception of all 
South Vietnamese, soldiers and civilians alike. Language 
and cultural barriers had always obstructed commu- 


, nications between American soldiers and Vietnamese ci- 


vilians. Soldiers, therefore, enjoyed few meaningful and 
regular contacts with the average Vietnamese. Unfortu- 
nately, the Vietnamese they did have regular contact with 
were those trying to make a profit from the American 
presence, a crowd of pimps, prostitutes, and drug pushers. 
American troops, their negative impressions doily 
compounded, branded all Vietnamese—VC, ARVN, or 
civilians—in derogatory slang as "slopes," “dinks,” and 
"gooks." The potentially violent ramifications of such acute 


| prejudice, tinged with more than a streak of racism, were 


pointed out by a U.S. official: "Psychologically and mor- 


| ally, it's much easier to kill a ‘dink’ than to shoot a 


Vietnamese.” 
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It had sparked friction between Americans and South 
Vietnamese since 1965. But during redeployment, the so- 
called “dink complex,” with all its antipathy and mistrust 
toward Vietnamese, severely altered American behavior. 
The U.S. military experienced a dramatic increase in the 
number and type of American criminal offenses against 
Vietnamese. The list included drunken and disorderly con- 
duct, theft and destruction of property, like the joy-killing 
of water buffaloes and cattle, and running Vietnamese cy- 
clists and pedestrians off the road or tossing rocks and 
cans at them. 

According to MACV statistics, more violent crimes like 
assault, rape, and murder also multiplied. The occasions 
for these ranged from drug hassles to robbery to simple 
revenge. Sometimes there was no motive, just a mindless 
impulse. Soldiers fired aimlessly into villages from passing 
vehicles. One American soldier was arrested, court- 
martialed, and sentenced to five years in prison after he 
took a pot shot at a Vietnamese farmer’s hat, missed, and 
blew the man's head off. The withdrawal itself worsened 
the situation by concentrating large numbers of American 
troops in densely populated rear areas. 

Irate Vietnamese responded in kind to American har- 
assment and violence. Beginning in 1969, a wave of anti- 
Americanism escalated into attacks on American civilians 
and servicemen. Vietnamese teen-agers on speeding 
motorcycles tried to run down American pedestrians. Out- 
side Tan Son Nhut air base in July 1970 a gang of Viet- 
namese youths assaulted and attempted to castrate some 
Americans. 

The anti-Americanism also had political overtones be- 
cause the U.S. was withdrawing. If Americans were dis- 
enchanted with their allies, the South Vietnamese were 
growing equally so with them. A Vietnamese civilian 
sounded off to an American journalist, “You came in, 
shoved us aside and said, ‘We'll win this war for you.’ 
Well, you didn't win the war and now you're leaving and 
trying to put all the blame on us.” American soldiers, 
bristling at demonstrations of South Vietnamese anti- 
Americanism, interpreted them as betrayal. "It makes me 
angry,” wrote one GI, “to see my friends killed and 
wounded here and put my own life on the line daily when 
you see the Vietnamese . . . don't give a damn for your ef- 
forts and sacrifices." It was a vicious cycle. 

Out in the countryside, the unbridled enmity of some 
Americans toward the Vietnamese was likely to have vio- 
lent consequences for civilians as well as VC and NVA 
soldiers. Telling friend from foe in a guerrilla war fought 
among civilians would tax the moral and psychological 
resources of any army. At best, rules of engagement, no 
matter how strict and clear, could serve only as guide- 
lines, not absolute instructions lor every combat contin- 
gency. But the malevolence evoked by the “dink complex" 
led a small, unrepresentative minority of American troops 
to identify all Vietnamese villagers as the enemy. The 





The “ugly American.” A young Vietnamese picks the pocket of an unwary American soldier. 
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"mere gook rule" some soldiers followed eroded the re- 
straint on shooting first and asking questions later. Rea- 
soned one soldier, "No one has any feelings for the 
Vietnamese. . . . They're not people. Therefore, it doesn't 
matter what you do to them." 

On the evening of February 19, 1970, five young ma- 
rines, a roving patrol called a killer-team, from Company 
B, 1st Battalion, 7th Marines, went to seek out the enemy in 
a series of hamlets in the Queson Valley in Quang Nam 
Province. After enduring a month of casualties from mines 
and booby traps, the marines’ nerves were strung tight. 
Company commander First Lieutenant Louis Ambort 
urged the patrol, led by Lance Corporal Randall Herrod, 
to “get some damned gooks tonight” and avenge their 
buddies. That night the killer-team entered Son Thang 
Village. The marines went to a hut and called out the oc- 
cupants, all women and children. Suddenly one of the 
women dashed toward a nearby tree line. A marine shot 
her and then, at Herrod’s command, killed all the others. 
The marines moved to two more huts, ordered the occu- 





pants out and then gunned them down. Sixteen women 





and eleven children died that night in Son Thang. In its re- | 
port, the patrol claimed an impressive tally of armed VC | 


killed. The next morning, however, another lst Battalion 
patrol, at the request of Vietnamese villagers nearby, 
unearthed the truth. Although Lieutenant Ambort tried to 
cover up the killings with a false report to his superiors 
about a VC firefight, all five marines were charged with 
premeditated murder. Two were convicted of murder. One 
received a life sentence, the other five years. 

These crimes of violence—how many were never re- 
ported or uncovered is not known—against Vietnamese ci- 
vilians in combat areas were not totally isolated. From 


1965 through 1971, twenty-seven marines were convicted | 


of various instances of murdering Vietnamese civilions 
and fifteen of manslaughter. Ninety-five army personnel 
were also convicted of murder and manslaughter; a quar- 
ter of these transpired during the course of combat but 
were found to be not justified by necessity. The most ap- 
palling episode of this nature happened, in fact, before the 
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American withdrawal policy went into effect, but the 
American public did not learn about it until a year and a 
half after it occurred. 


“Tragedy of major proportions” 





On the morning of March 16, Charlie Company of Task 
Force Barker, 11th Brigade, Americal Division, hit an LZ 


near My Lai and My Khe in the village of Son My in I 
| Corps to strike a Vietcong unit reported operating in and 


around the hamlets. The tired men of Charlie Company 


| had been fired up by their officers. One GI recalled being 


told, “This is what you've been waiting for, search and 
destroy, and you got it.” A few VC were spotted as they 
fled the hamlet but they were the only enemy Charlie 
Company contacted. Yet there was much killing and de- 
struction in My Lai that day. For the frustrated, agitated 
troops of Charlie Company, commanded by a young Lieu- 
tenant William Calley, the search and destroy mission de- 
generated into the massacre of Vietnamese civilians: old 
men, women, and children. 

At nearby My Khe hamlet, where Bravo Company, 
Task Force Barker, was acting on similar orders, this bru- 
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Victims of the My Lai massacre, March 16, 1968. 
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tal scenario was repeated. Terry Reid of Bravo Company 
will never forget what happened there: “As soon as they 
[the soldiers] started opening up, it hit me that it was in- 
sanity, I walked to the rear. Pandemonium broke loose. It 
sounded insane—machine guns, grenades. One of the 
guys walked back, and I remember him saying, ‘We got 
60 women, kids, and some old men.' " By day's end at My 
Khe the total dead would be higher. A GI who kept a 
count said he knew of 155 killings; others spoke of 90. 
Charlie and Bravo companies officially reported victory at 
My Lai and My Khe—178 VC killed. 

Despite a minimum of supportive evidence (for ex- 
ample, the Americans captured an extraordinarily low 
number of weapons), no one at the Americal Division 
challenged the report. In fact, division officers suppressed 
and obfuscated the details of the My Lai and My Khe op- 
erations. Moreover, nearly two weeks after My Lai, Cap- 
tain Ernest Medina of Charlie Company was awarded a 
special commendation from Colonel Oran Henderson, 
11th Brigade commander, as well as congratulations from 
Americal Division commander Major General Samuel 
Koster. Henderson told Medina “to convey my sincere ap- 
preciation to those personnel responsible for a job well 





A a n i ERANT Fab ALI ET. 2. a T SS 
"Guys were about to shoot these people," army photographer Ron Haeberle told Life magazine reporters. "I yelled ‘hold it, 
and shot my picture. As I walked away I heard M16s open up. From the corner of my eye I saw bodies falling, but I didn't turn 
tolook....” 





The Shock 
of 
My Lai 


by Ward Just 





There had always been atrocities, a 
prisoner beaten and killed, a rape, a 
murder, a body mutilated, a village 
burned, the casual violence that accom- 
panies any war. But by 1968, things had 
begun to fall apart. Discipline was going 
to pieces, partly because of the clamor at 
home, partly because the war was not 
being won and showed no signs of end- 
ing. And partly because so many of the 
army's most experienced professionals 
were either dead, wounded, missing, or 
rotated back to the Pentagon or to Eu- 
rope. Tet had come and gone in a tide of 
blood and while the command insisted 
that a great victory had been won, others 
further down the ranks were not so sure; 
the losses, on both sides, had been ter- 
rible and the fury of the enemy's attack 
astonishing. The drug problem, insignif- 
icant in 1966, was by 1968 a threat to the 
combat effectiveness of the army. Still, 
more troops poured into the country in 
support of the strategy of attrition. 

No war ever tested the professionalism 
of a soidier more than the war in Viet- 
nam. It v always nasty and ambigu- 


ous, dwelling a kind of political and 
moral half gally, there was some 
question whe t was a “war” at all 
since Congre 1ever declared one, 
though that ma t difference to any- 


one in the field. 

were continually 
looser as the ligh 
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didn't necessarily have to be in uniform, 
or carrying a weapon. In the beginning, 
the army assigned its best men to the ef- 
fort-the only war there was—and all the 
professionals wanted to be there. Until 
1965 it was an advisory effort with heavy 
support from Green Berets—the U.S. 
Special Forces—who had been exactingly 
trained for counterrevolutionary warfare, 
though it was called counterinsurgency. 
The Green Berets liked to think of them- 
selves as a new breed of soldier, sophis- 
ticated, well read in the works of Giap 
and Guevara, as much diplomat as war- 
rior. One of the canons of the training was 
“never harm the civilian population,” for 
their support was vital to the war effort. 
Indeed it was what the war was all 
about, in the phrase that is now breath- 
taking in its innocence: "the hearts and 
the minds of the people.” 

But by 1968 all this was by the way. 
The Americans had taken over and the 
Vietnamese were spectators at their own 
war. The methods of the Green Berets 
had been overtaken by events, as the war 
of attrition had replaced counterinsur- 
gency. And drattees had replaced profes- 
sionals at the head of platoons and com- 
panies. The war zone itself had become a 
kind of never-never land, teeming with 
fantastic stories, some of them true. Every 
GI knew the story of the teen-age Viet- 
namese girl who lobbed a hand grenade 
into the mess hall, of ground glass found 
in a boitle of Coke, mama-sans with 
Kalashnikovs in their laundry bags, 
booby traps everywhere. No Vietnamese 
could be trusted. As it was indisputably 
true that all Communists in Vietnam were 
Vietnamese, so it seemed to Americans in 
their fear, frustration, and ignorance that 
all Vietnamese were Communists. And by 
1968 there was no restraint. The war, 
though geographically restricted, was 
otherwise total: strategic bombing, naval 
gunfire, division-sized sweeps, the in- 
discriminate destruction of villages, the 
Phoenix Program, the defoliation of for- 
ests—whatever was required to do the 
job. So much seemed at stake. 


When reports of a massacre at a vil- 
lage called My Lai began to circulate in 
1969, most professional soldiers dis- 
counted it as the fantasy of a journalist. 
There were mistakes, everyone knew 
that; but not a massacre. And it was true 
that the Americal Division was not the 
army's best, but not a massacre; not 
Americans, and not a unit of the Ameri- 
can army. A subcommittee of the Con- 
gress, so chaste and remote from the 
craziness of the zone, reported after it had 
sifted the facts, indisputably true now: `“... 
it was so wrong and so foreign to the nor- 
mal character and actions of our military 
forces as to immediately raise a question 
as to the legal sanity at the time of those 
men involved.” Alas, as testimony was 
later to show, there was no question at all. 
In Lieutenant Calley's words, the oper- 
ation at My Lai was “no big deal.” Yet the 
pictures were there, more than a hundred 
dead. Exactly how many was never de- 
termined. They were old men, women, 
children, babies. Civilians, noncombat- 
ants, massacred in a ditch. This, in the 
name of security. 

The professional army, appalled and 
defensive, moved in its ponderous way to 
name a commission to investigate and 
clean house. That the commission, and its 
report, would be taken seriously seemed 
to be guaranteed by the identity of its 
chairman, Lieutenant General William R. 
Peers, himself a former division com- 
mander in Viemam and a well-respected 
soldier of the old school. Significantly, he 
was not a graduate of West Point. The 
army knew that the report would be bad 
news; the question was how bad. In the 
end, the Peers Commission recommended 
that two generals and twelve lesser offi- 
cers be charged in connection with the 
incident at My Lai. But neither the com- 
mission nor the courts was able defini- 
tively to assign responsibility. It was the 
dilemma of the overcrowded boat and 
who to throw over the side. Lieutenant 
Calley was such a limited mam, limited 
intelligence, weak character, an amateur, 
he could never bear the real weight of the 


My Lai disgrace. Calley-as-scapegoat 
might appeal to a civilian, never to a 
serious professional soldier. Almost to a 
man, the professionals maintained that if 
the educated middle class ("the Har- 
vards”) had fought instead of run, a flake 
like Calley never would have become an 
officer in the U.S. Army. 

The charges against the two generals 
were harder to blink away. One of them, 
Major General Samuel Koster, com- 
manded the Americal Division at the time 
of the massacre. In 1970, when the Peers 
Commission issued its report, Koster held 
the most esteemed two-star billet in the 
army: superintendent of the military 
academy at West Point. And he was there 
in the superintendent's office when 
charged with violations of Article 92, Uni- 
form Code of Military Justice, failure to 
obey lawful regulations and dereliction in 
the performance of duty. Sam Koster had 
been one of the army's comers, and now 
the cadets had to watch as the superin- 
tendent left the academy for trial at Fort 
Meade. I visited West Point at the time, 
expecting to find outrage, one way or an- 
other. Instead, there was only a kind of 
embarrassed silence. What was there to 
say? The superintendent had been 
charged with dereliction in the perform- 
ance of duty. Later, I remembered talking 
with officers at West Point and elsewhere 
and it seemed to me that My Lai marked 
a kind of turning point for the army. It 
was when the army itself began to lose 
faith in the war, seeing Vietnam at last as 
a terrible corruption. A senior general bit- 
terly justified his own swing from hawk to 
dove: “I will be damned if I will permit 
the U.S. Army, its institutions, its doctrines, 
and its traditions, to be destroyed just to 
win this lousy war.” 


Ward Just is a novelist and short story 
writer. As a reporter, he wrote about the 
war in Vietnam for Newsweek and The 
Washington Post. 








| The revelation in 1969 that a unit of 
American soldiers had massacred sev- 
eral hundred Vietnamese civilians at the 
hamlet of My Lai aroused heated con- 
troversy throughout the United States. 
Some Americans expressed outrage, oth- 
ers disbelief, and still others the grim con- 
viction that what had occurred at My Lai 
was inevitable given the kind of guerrilla 
war being waged in South Vietnam. The 
My Lai incident evoked a similar range of 
responses within the American military 
establishment, particularly among the 
corps of officers—from the Pentagon down 
to platoon leaders responsible for con- 
ducting the fighting by U.S. troops. The 
following are the reactions to My Lai of 
four American officers: 





Captain James Cain, U.S. Army 525th 
Military Intelligence Group, three tours in 
South Vietnam, 1968-69, 1972-73, and 
1973-74 

We didn't teach anybody about the Viet- 
namese; we didn't teach them history; we 
didn’t explain. In turn, we developed a 
general attitude where all the South Viet- 
namese were bad, all Vietnamese were 
bad, and it didn't matter if you shot men, 
women, or children. If they were dead, 
they must be VC, you know, and it just 
kind of deteriorated from there. You'd go 
out to a village and knew that the vil- 
lagers were feeding the VC but you 
couldn't prove it. You know, frustration 
and rage would just reach the point 
where you had to do something and from 
that point of view I can see it. And, even to 
me, it was sometimes hard, you wanted to 
get even, you wanted to get even with 
somebody for blowing your best friends 
away. I think you can get a general con- 
sensus from the ones that were out there— 
they know. They know how it could have 
happened. 





Lieutenant Colonel Edward King, U.S. 
Joint Chiefs of Staff, 1966-69 
pus happened at My Lai did not con- 
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stitute for the "professional" officer or non- 
commissioned officer the same sort of 
tragedy that it represented to the Ameri- 
can public. My Lai represented to the av- 
erage professional soldier nothing more 
than being caught in a cover-up of some- 
thing which he knew had been going on 
for a long time on a smaller scale. 


Colonel Zane Finkelstein, Judge Advo- 
cate General's Office, South Vietnam, 
1970 

As an American soldier 1 didn't want to 
believe it. 1 had all kinds of built-in biases 
that would lead me away from believing. 
My training, my education, my own eth- 
ical background, my belief in the genuine 
professionalism of the United States Army, 
all those things led me away from begin- 
ning to even accept this until the evidence 
began to be marshaled. I was appalled 
at the lack of professionalism, but when 
you look at the way we fought Vienam 
kind of on the cheap, it didn't surprise me 
that people like Calley might get a com- 
mission. Yeah, I was shocked, I was ap- 
palled. And it did—it shook my faith. 








Lieutenemt Paul Lapointe, Company D, 
198th Infantry Brigade (Light), Chu Lai, 
1969-70 

I dont remember any conversations 
about it. I do recall myself thinking about 
the My Lai situation one day when we 
had three casualties in my platoon from 
booby traps. I remember that day very 
well and I think I could envision a situa- 
tion where if a platoon had been through 
a succession of those kinds of days where 
people were getting limbs blown off, and 
were tired and fatigued, you could have 
reached a point where you could have 
been involved in something like that your. 
self. I think I felt a little bit differently | 
aboutit after I'd been over there for awhile | 
than I did when I had heard about it | 
stateside before I wound up in Viemam 
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done.” A subcommitiee of the House Armed Services 
Committee would later characterize My Lai and My Khe 
as “a tragedy of major proportions.” That “tragedy” re- 
mained buried for many months beneath a “blanket of 
silence.” 

What really took place at My Lai and My Khe surfaced 
on November 13, 1969, when about thirty newspapers 
published a story written by journalist Seymour Hersh. 
Hersh had compiled his information from an ex-GI and 
Vietnam veteran, Ron Ridenhour. Eight months earlier, 
Ridenhour, who had learned about the My Lai massacre 
from conversations with members of Charlie Company, 
had written a letter to officials in the Pentagon, the White 
House, and Congress about what he had heard. His letter 


| focused on the role at My Lai of Lieutenant Calley. 
| “Exactly what did, in fact, occur in the village of Son My in 


March 1968," he wrote, "I do not know for certain, but I am 
convinced that it was something very black indeed.” An 
initial army inquiry into My Lai during the spring and 
summer turned up enough evidence to charge Calley with 
murder in September 1969. But it was not until November 
that the Hersh story made public the full account of the 


‚ killings at My Lai. 


Although My Lai occurred in 1968, before the start of 


| redeployment, the factors that caused the massacre had 


particular relevance to the ills of America’s disengaging 
forces. The official military inquiry set up in November 
1969 to investigate My Lai, headed by Lieutenant General 
William Peers, disclosed during its sixteen months of re- 
search and hearings that the responsibility for My Lai ex- 
tended beyond the wanton acts of violence committed by 
the individual members of Charlie and Bravo companies. 
Delving into the causes of the massacre, the Peers inquiry 
and the press detected critical failures of leadership, dis- 
cipline, and morale, some attributable solely to the Amer- 
ical Division and some to the institution of the army itself. 
Peers's inquiry concluded that the most glaring ab- 
sence of leadership was at the junior officer level. Both 
Lieutenant Calley and Captain Medina failed to control 
their men in a combat situation and to keep their actions 
within the bounds of the rules of engagement. Lieutenant 
Calley was a striking example of how the six-month tour 
and the deficiency of qualified officer candidates was al- 
ready impairing the officer corps in South Vietnam as 
early as 1968. Calley, a chronically unemployed college 


| dropout, graduated from Officers’ Candidate School at 
| Fort Benning, Georgia, in 1967 even though he “had never 
| learned to read a map.” He was not unique among OCS 


candidates for his ineptness. A colonel at Fort Benning 
made the disturbing prognosis that “we have at least two 


| or three thousand Calleys in the army just waiting for the 


next calamity.” 
The Americal Division cover-up itself bared another in- 


| stitutional weak link in the military: the "ticket-punching," 
| career-minded officer whose primary goal when com- 
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manding a combat unit is to “earn good marks.” The offi- 
cers’ emphasis on body count and their continual exhorta- 
tions to "get some gooks” inflamed their troops’ already 
violent mood. At the time of My Lai the men of Charlie and 
Bravo companies suffered from depressed morale, but 
their malice toward the Vietnamese was intensified by re- 
cent casualties they had suffered from mines and booby 
traps in the Son My area. They were poorly disciplined 
and trained, the products of the military's manpower 
pinch. Yet from Lieutenant Calley up through Captain 
Medina and his superiors in the Americal Division— 
Lieutenant Colonel Frank Barker, Colonel Oran Hender- 
son, and division commander Major General Samuel Koster 
himself—the truth about the atrocities at My Lai and My 
Khe was suppressed to protect both the officers and their 
careers. The Peers inquiry ascertained that “some [offi- 
cers] actively suppressed information, others withheld it, 
and still others were responsible by not wanting to get in- 
volved.” 

In these and other ways the elements that led to the My 
Lai and My Khe massacres foreshadowed those that 
crippled leadership, discipline, and morale during the 
American withdrawal. Had there been no cover-up, 
America might have had some forewarning that its mili- 
tary forces in South Vietnam were becoming increasingly 
vulnerable to such a breakdown. Instead the revelation of 
later atrocities in 1969 and 1970 and the furor it incited 
dealt a hard blow to an army already in the throes of a 
crisis. The maladies of U.S. troops in South Vietnam in 
those years, combined with the jolt of the My Lai dis- 
closures, finally prompted Americans to question the 
health and effectiveness of their fighting men. Colonel 
Robert D. Heinl, a marine combat veteran and specialist 
on military strategy and organization, wrote that by 
“every conceivable indicator, our army that now remains 
in Vietnam is in a state approaching collapse, with indi- 
vidual units avoiding or having refused combat, murder- 
ing their officers and noncommissioned officers, drug- 
ridden, and dispirited where not near-mutinous.” 

General William Westmoreland, by then serving as the 
army's chief of staff, felt that, if such a collapse were not 
prevented, the results could be calamitous for the nation: 
“An army without discipline, morale, and pride is a men- 
ace to the country that it is sworn to defend.” Former na- 
tional security adviser to President Johnson, McGeorge 
Bundy, declared that only a swift and total withdrawal 
could forestall that calamity: “Extrication from Vietnam is 
now the necessary precondition for the renewal of the 
Army as an institution.” But before that withdrawal would 
end the ordeal of U.S. armed forces, the battlefield would 
widen and bring more years of fighting. 
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Saigons 
Warriors 


by Brian Nicol 





Marijuana, long hair, love beads, the 
peace sign—the symbols oí American 
youth in the 1960s-all made it to Vietnam. 
To the commanders, they were problems, 
representative of poor morale. But for the 
men in the ranks—and especially those in 
the rear areas away from combat—smok- 
ing marijuana and flashing the peace sign 
were ways of staying sane, of easing the 
tension, and of passing time. Brian Nicol 
spent 1970 in Saigon, where he served as a 
personnel specialist with the United States 
Army Headquarters Area Command. 
Here he tells of how he and his friends 
passed the time that year in Saigon. 


It was my first trip to Mom’s. Three of 
us walked slowly down the alley—a twist- 
ing, narrow path that wound between 
and among the tin houses, shacks, ond 
shanties. The traffic sounds of Le Loi 
Boulevard faded away behind us and the 
alley sounds took over: mama-sans ar- 
guing, dogs barking, children yelling, ra- 
dios playing. The awhil aroma of nuoc 
mam shot down my nostrils and nearly 
turned my stomach inside out. As we 
passed open doorways, papa-sans and 
mama-sans stopped and stared, then 
went about their business. We were in- 


truding, but they had goiten used to it. I 
tried to memorize each twist and turn in 
our route. Even though it was afternoon, 


the confining alley was nearly dark, with 
the only light coming from the gray sky 
above. | iollowed the guy in front of me 


114 


and wished I were back at the com- 
pound. 

"Hey BudDAH! Hey BudDAH" A 
small but loud voice down ai my right 
was shouting up at me. A tiny hand 
grabbed mine and the voice laughed. 
The baby-san pointed at my bald head 
and said "BudDAH, same-same Bud- 
DAH." My two companions, ever eager to 
kid me about my premature hair loss, 
also laughed. I smiled a bit nervously. 
The baby-san, dressed only in a dirty 
green T-shirt, held onto my hand and es- 
corted us the rest of the way. 

My friends introduced me to Mom and 
some of the regulars at her "magic shop." 
Mom—a middle-aged woman with a 
tired face and teeth stained by betel nut 
juice—forced a smile and nodded. We 
bought a bag of her special grass—pre- 
rolled canh sa—and sat down on the 
stone wall outside. We smoked, talked, 
and sipped warm Schlitz, which Mom 
also sold. I started to relax. Other Gls 
came along and made purchases and 
then went on their way. Neighborhood 
mama-sans bustled in and out and some- 
times stopped to flirt with us visitors. A 
teen-age girl played “Let It Bleed,” a 
song by the Rolling Stones, on her cas- 
sette tape recorder. We sang along. 

Finally, after about an hour, it was 
time to leave. The baby-san in the T-shirt 
appeared again and climbed up on my 
shoulders for the walk out to the street. He 
slapped my stoned head like it was a 
conga drum. Soon we were back on Le 
Loi, then riding in a cyclo to our com- 
pound, and, finally, safe within its walls. 
My first trip to an alley had been une- 
ventful, yet somehow exciting. I had been 
in-country, in Saigon, about four weeks. 
Up until this visit to Mom's, I had played it 
safe. But no more. 

We could always play it safe. After all, 
the United States Army takes care of its 
own. Our small compound, at 27A Vo 
Tanh Street, a few blocks from the Tan 
Son Nhut main gate, was surrounded by 
a high wall topped with concertina wire 


and watched over from a guard tower in 
a back corner. An MP manned the front 
gate twenty-four hours a day. 

We clerks pounded ancient Under- 
woods for ten hours a day. Officially, we 
concerned ourselves with all kinds of 
forms—MACV forms, USARV forms, USA- 
HAC forms—and other military minutiae. 
Realistically, we finished our daily chores 
in about an hour and then spent the rest 
of the time drinking coffee, listening to the 
radio, reading magazines, and writing 
letters. 

At about 5:30 p.m. we'd amble over to 
the mess hall for chow, then watch a 
movie in the Quonset hut theater, or suck 
up ten-cent beers (only five cents during 
happy hour) in the enlisted men’s club. A 
couple of nights a week the club featured 
live entertainment—Filipino bands bang- 
ing out their own renditions of our favorite 
rock hits ("Don't Let Me Down,” "Rolling 
on the River,” and so on). If we wanted a 
little less noise, we crowded into the TV 
room to watch two-week-old baseball 
games and ten-year-old sitcoms. In 
many ways army life inside our com- 
pound wasn't much different from army 
life inside Leonard Wood, Dix, or Camp- 
bell. 

In Viemam, of course, there was no 
true sanctuary. We were constantly re- 
minded that "any gook might be VC": the 
maid who starched (and stole) our under- 
wear, the club waitress who served us 
warm beer and cold steaks, the KPs who 
clattered pots and pans at the crack of 
dawn, the honeywagon drivers who 
drained the cesspool twice a week, even 
the papa-san at the front gate who 
smoked opium all day. If we were rea- 
sonably careful, however, and avoided 
the streets and stayed inside the walls, we 
could watch our year slip comfortably by. 
Or we could approach it a little difer- 
ently: As long as we were here, as long 
as this was the only war we had, why not 
get out and enjoy it? 


Our apartment had that basic quality 





of any good piece of real estate: location. 
It was on a quiet side street off Tru Minh 
Ky, a short cyclo ride—or long walk—from 
our compound. There was a sauna/mas- 
sage parlor (“steam and cream”) on the 
corner and two reasonably priced hook- 
ers next door. A small refreshment stand 
out front sold beer, soda, French bread, 
and cigarettes. Our building's roof top 
was a perfect open-air veranda. Four of 
us shared the rent and spent many of our 
evenings and a few of our days there, far 
away from the army. 

We weren't supposed to have an 
apartment, of course, but then, we weren't 
supposed to wear beads instead of dog 
tags, or let our sideburns and mustaches 
get long and shaggy. We considered our- 
selves revolutionaries in the ranks. We 
flashed the peace sign and shook hands 
in the now-familiar thumb grasp. We 
faithfully listened to a late night hour of 
acid rock music on AFVN called “Love 
Radio.” We cheered virtually every line in 
the movie M.A.S.H., especially since the 
brass had tried unsuccessfully to ban it 
from the military movie circuit. The lifers 
called us “heads”; we called them 
"juicers." When the Kent State students 
were gunned down that May, we thought 
the real revolution had come and we 
wondered which side we were on. 

From our convenient apartment or our 
secure compound we ventured forth on 
“search and delight” missions. We'd stroll 
along the downtown waterfront or wend 
our way through the central marketplace. 
We'd tight off the beggars and money- 
changers, watch for those camera- 
snatching cowboys (Vietnamese teen- 
agers on Hondas), and haggle with the 
black marketeers for PX Salems and wa- 
tered-down booze. Then we'd join the ci- 
vilian Graham Greenes and Ernest Hem- 
ingways on the terrace of the Continental 
Palace Hotel and watch the Orient unfold 
before us. Waiters brought us Pernod 
(“tastes like licorice’) and "33" beer 
("tastes like formaldehyde") and chased 
away the smiling old men who brought us 


“dirty picture.” After a drink or two we'd 
visit the Tu Do Street bars and fondle the 
bar girls while they repeated over and 
over, "You buy me tea?” 

A couple of evenings a week, five or 
six of us would pile into an army pickup 
and drive past MACV headquarters 
("Fat City”) out to the Tan Son Nhut air- 
field’s perimeter road. The Rolling Stones, 
the Beatles, or Crosby, Stills, Nash, and 
Young provided the music, via cassette 
tapes, and Mom provided the mood, via a 
bag of her canh sa. We called these ex- 
cursions “perimeter runs." We'd stop at a 
spot alongside the main runway where 
other vehicles-army or air force and 
filled with other perimeter runners—were 
parked in a row. We smoked, talked, and 
drank until the first Phantom F-4 eased 
out of the hangar far across the field. We 
silently watched as, one at a time, each 
sleek death bird positioned itself at the 
end of the runway, revved its engines to a 
sustained, high-pitched roar, then sud- 
denly, at a signal from somewhere, shot 
off down the tarmac and disappeared 
into the black sky. The heat wave from 
the jet blast blew across us like a desert 
wind. Invariably, someone muttered, 
“Wow.” 

After the Phantoms, usually at about 
eight, the daily Pan Am freedom bird 
came creeping over from the main termi- 
nal. The 707 was filled with the shortest of 
short-timers, those who had put in their 
365 days and were on their way back to 
the world. When it finally lumbered on 
down the runway, we perimeter runners 
raised both arms high and flashed peace 
signs at the faces behind the tiny fuselage 
windows. Someday it would be our turn. 

Our days may have been routine and 
our nights playful, but occasionally we 
earned our combat pay. One typical 
party evening in November was inter- 
rupted by an explosion that shook the 
apartment's walls and knocked the beer 
cans off the table. We froze for a second. 
“Rocket,” somebody whispered. We 
scrambled down the stairs and out into 


the street. The yellow, dust-filled air was 
still shimmering from the concussion. The 
refreshment stand a few yards away was 
on its side; a nearby car’s windows were 
blown out, its tires flattened. Bodies were 
everywhere. Instinctively, but numbly, we 
moved in to help. We tried to clamp 
spurting arteries with our hands. We 
scraped smashed faces off the pavement. 
We pushed protruding intestines back 
into torn stomachs. We smelled the aroma 
of warm blood. Most of the wounded 
moaned and twitched; some lay still and 
staring. We yelled for help, but the crowd 
stood far back, watching our frantic ef- 
forts cmd waiting for the next explosion. 
Finally, with the aid of some American 
MPs and Vietnamese police, the carnage 
was cleared. The next day we learned 
that the rocket had been merely a gre- 
nade tossed from a speeding Honda— 
typical Saigon insanity. The official score: 
three dead and twenty-one wounded. 
We had gotten a taste of it. 

That grenade robbed our quiet side 
street of its charm. As our days in-country 
became fewer, so did our trips to the 
apartment, to Mom’s, to the perimeter, to 
the whorehouses and strip joints, to the Tu 
Do Street bars. We ended as we had be- 
gun: concerned about safety. 

Soon I had colored in all the spaces on 
my shori-timer's calendar. It was time to 
go. I packed most of my gear, gave some 
of it away, paid off my mama-san maid, 
said farewell to friends, and made my fi- 
nal trip to Tan Son Nhut. When the 707's 
wheels left the ground, the others in the 
plane cheered, but I stared out the win- 
dow at four Gls sitting on the cab of a 


truck, waving me home with a peace | 


sign. 


Brian Nicol was drafted in June 1969 | 


and spent the year 1970 in Saigon, 
where he served as a personnel spe 


cialist (clerk) with the United Siates | 


Army Headquarters Area Command 
(USAHAC). Today he is editor of Hono 
lulu magazine. 
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It is a small country, not much larger them the 
state of Missouri. When Cambodia’s full inde- 
pendence after seventy-five years of French co- 
lonial rule was recognized at the Geneva Confer- 
ence in 1954, the world took little notice. 
International attention during the Indochina War 
had been centered on the fighting in Vietnam be- 
tween the French and Vietminh. To Americans at 
that time, Vienam-its people and culture—was 
still a remote, unfamiliar country. While they 
knew little about Vietnam, Americans knew even 
loss about Cambodia. Yet Cambodia, like Viet- 
nam, was destined to play a significant role in 
the American-led struggle to halt the advance of 
communism in Southeast Asia. During the cold 
war years of the 1950s and early 1960s the United 
à ees al dalers into 
Cambodia to build up its economy and 
‘strengthen its armed forces. And U.S. agencies 
he CIA, the US. Information Service, and 



































influence to bring Cambodia into the “Free World” al- 
liance. 

But the dynamics of international politics and long- 
standing rivalries among the Cambodians, Thais, and 
Vietnamese dashed Washington's hopes for a united front 
in Indochina against Communist aggression. Cambodia s 


| adoption in 1955 of a neutral stance between the Com- 


munist and anti- Communist blocs cooled its relations with 
the United States. Cambodia later estranged itself from 
the United States during the mid-1960s following a long 
series of bitter territorial disputes with South Vietnam and 
Thailand, America's two closest allies. As a result, instead 
of the ally Washington had sought, Cambodia in 1965 not 
only became openly sympathetic to the Communist cause 
in Southeast Asia but also began allowing the North Viet- 
namese to use its territory adjacent to the South Vietnam- 
ese border as a vital supply corridor and sanctuary. 
American attempts to persuade Cambodia to forbid Com- 
munist exploitation of its territory proved fruitless. Ulti- 
mately, Cambodia itself became a major theater of war in 
1970 when U.S. and ARVN forces began fighting and dy- 
ing there in an effort to destroy the enemy's sanctuaries. 
Amid the furor raised at home and abroad by this al- 


| lied invasion Americans began asking the same questions 


about Cambodia that they had already come to ask about 
Vietnam. Who are the Cambodians? Why had they be- 
come entangled in a conflict their leaders had so long and 
desperately sought to avoid? And what would be the out- 
come oí Cambodia's fighting a war in which, like South 
Vietnam, its very survival was at stake? The answers to 
these questions were rooted in Cambodia's recent past. 

Cambodia's 4 million people, as they celebrated inde- 
pendence in 1954, felt their country's worst adversity was 
behind them. They looked toward freedom to chart their 
own course without foreign interference. No one was more 
identified with that freedom than Cambodia's king, Noro- 
dom Sihanouk. Following his accession to the throne in 
1941, Sihanouk had traveled widely about his kingdom, 
addressing and mingling with the people, particularly the 
peasant farmers who comprised the majority of the popu- 
lation. These contacts impressed upon him the extent of 
nationalist impatience with French control They also 
taught him how his kingship, as a focus for national iden- 
tity, could be used to galvanize opposition to the French 
and support for independence. 

After World War II, Sihanouk undertook an unrelenting 


| campaign for independence, forcing Paris to recognize 


Cambodia's awakening nationalism by granting him 
broad responsibility for the country's internal affairs. 
When the French rejected his proposals for further inde- 
pendence, Sihanouk, in 1953, launched an anti-French 





Preceding page. Prince Norodom Sihanouk's face was dis- 
played prominently in Cambodia, even on the back of a mir- 
ror held by a Khmer dancer at Angkor Wat in 1969. 
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propaganda crusade around the world. His well-pub- 
licized pleas for support in Canada, the United States, and 
Japan employed every trick that might embarrass the 
French: threats, tirades, insolence, and ultimatums. His 
crusade so disconcerted the French, hard-pressed by 
their war in Vietnam, that they finally acceded to all the 
troublesome king's demands. On November 9, 1953, Siha- 
nouk returned triumphantly to Phnom Penh to proclaim his 
country's unconditional independence from France. 





Past and present 





Cambodia's new era of independence compelled the na- 
tion to confront an issue that it had not had to face for al- 
most a century: national survival. By the mid-1800s Cam- 
bodia's glorious age of conquest and prosperity under the 
Angkor kings was but a memory. Centuries of economic 
and military decline had so weakened Cambodia that its 
expansionist neighbors, Thailand and Vietnam, were able 
to gobble up large chunks of its territory. It was the French 
protectorate over Cambodia in 1864 that had saved the 
country from imminent extinction and preserved its 
monarchy. 

The French withdrawal from Indochina in 1954 once 
more exposed Cambodia to the potentially aggressive mil- 
itary and political ambitions of its neighbors. When Siha- 
nouk gazed across his borders in the 1950s, it was with 
much trepidation. The Thais, allies of the Japanese in 
World War II, had exploited the weakness of the French 
in 1941 by trying to annex Cambodia's northwestern prov- 
inces of Battambang and Siem Reap. After the Japanese 
defeat, the French had secured the provinces’ return to 
Cambodia. With the French gone, however, Thailand ap- 
peared intent on reverting to business as usual. In 1956, for 
example, Thai troops occupied the Cambodians’ sacred 
temple of Preah Vihear in the Dangrek Mountains along 
Cambodia's northern border. 

To the east, Sihanouk eyed Vietnam with equal anxiety. 
In the wake of the Geneva accords of 1954, North Vietnam 
and South Vietnam were preoccupied with the question of 
reunification. But Cambodia's wary king entertained no 
doubt that the Vietnamese would ultimately cause prob- 
lems for his country. The Vietminh, as prescribed at 
Geneva, had withdrawn the thousands of troops they had 
sent against the French in Cambodia. But Sihanouk did 
not forget Ho Chi Minh's long-time determination to estab- 
lish Communist hegemony over Vietnam, Cambodia, and 
Laos. He knew that in 1954 Ho had ordered Cambodian 
Communists to remain in their jungle hideouts to form an 
infrastructure for the eventual continuation of his In- 
dochinese revolution. 

If North Vietnamese plans for Cambodia looked 
ominous, Sihanouk drew no comfort from the policies of 
the Diem regime in South Vietnam. It might have been dif- 
ficult in any circumstance for Cambodia and South Viet- 
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As Cambodia's kíng Norodom Sihanouk and hís ministers enter the crown room, an umbrella is swung to the right to signify the 


protection of heaven. 
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nam to develop friendly relations, since much of South 
Vietnam consisted of territory that once belonged to Cam- 
bodia. Hope for improvement, however, diminished when 
South Vietnam laid claim in the late 1950s to two offshore 
islands inhabited entirely by Cambodians, as well as to 
several disputed villages on the Cambodian frontier. 

For help in insuring Cambodia's survival, Sihanouk 
turned to other countries. The United States was his first 
choice. France’s departure from Indochina had left the 
United States the most important military power in South- 
east Asia and the Pacific. The U.S., however, was not ea- 
ger to become Cambodia's "protector." In formulating the 
SEATO defense treaty, American diplomats refrained 
from offering Cambodia a more substantive defense than 
an “umbrella of protection” against only Communist ag- 
gression. This would not protect Cambodia from Thai ex- 
pansionism, for example. The U.S. had justification for 
withholding unqualified commitment to Cambodia, hesi- 
tant as it was to overextend its political obligations and 
military resources in Southeast Asia. 

Unable to elicit an absolute defense commitment from 
the United States, Sihanouk chose a different course for his 
country in 1955, a policy of neutrality, in order to steer a 
middle course between the Communist and non-Com- 
munist blocs. “Our neutrality” he said, 


has been imposed on us by necessity. A glance at a map of our 
part of the world will show that we are wedged in between two 
medium-sized nations of the Western bloc and only thinly 
screened by Laos from the scrutiny of two countries of the East- 
ern bloc, North Vietnam and the vast People's Republic of China. 
What choice have we but to try and maintain an equal balance 
between the blocs? 

Sihanouk's neutrality did not go over well with Ameri- 
can policy makers. According to the uncompromising 
logic of the Cold War, America and its allies lined up on 
the principle of “you're either with me or against me.” 
Thus, American secretary of state John Foster Dulles, 
railed against Sihanouk's posture as “immoral” and an 
"obsolete conception.” For him "neutral" was nothing but 
a euphemism for "pro- Communist." 

Sihanouk's personality and leadership style also ham- 
pered understanding between himself and American oifi- 
cials. The prince was given to long, loud speeches in a 
high-pitched voice. He poured vitriol on critics, charm on 
admirers. He relished the kingly life—fine wines, sump- 
tuous dining, and luxurious accommodations—and was 
vain to excess. He boasted of his sexual exploits and was 
every bit the showman as band leader, film director, and 
actor. Such erratic behavior baffled America's stern cold 
warriors. Richard Nixon, who as vice president traveled to 
Cambodia in 1957, described Sihanouk in his memoirs as 
“vain and flighty. He seemed prouder of his musical tal- 
ents than of his political leadership, and he appeared to 
me to be totally unrealistic about the problems his country 
faced.” 


A National Security Council study in 1956 recom- 
mended that the United States exert every effort to 
“reverse the drift [in Cambodia] toward pro-Communist 
neutrality [and] encourage individuals and groups in 
Cambodia who oppose dealing with the Communist bloc.” 
Washington's primary lever of influence on Cambodia 
was its aid program. Sihanouk had expressed his willing- 


ness “to accept aid from any country,” but the United | 


States was his largest benefactor. Between 1955 and 1960, 
U.S. economic and military aid to Cambodia amounted to 
$179.2 million and $64 million, respectively. 

The U.S. military program was confined to funds for 
equipping Cambodia's 30,000-man army with modern 


arms and logistical facilities. American economic assis- | 


tance consisted of industrial development loans to small 
private enterprises and long-range programs for improv- 


ing Cambodia's educational and medical institutions. The | 


showcase of U.S. aid became the $32 million, 130-mile 
highway connecting Phnom Penh to the port being con- 
structed by French engineers at Sihanoukville. 

Sihanouk, fearful that overreliance on American aid 
made his neutrality vulnerable to outside pressure, sought 
balance by vigorously soliciting economic assistance from 
Communist bloc nations. After the U.S., the Soviet Union 
and the People’s Republic of China soon became Cam- 
bodia’s principal sources of assistance. Soviet and Chi- 
nese aid between 1955 and 1960 totaled about $50 million. 
The Soviet Union, set on a policy of economic competition 
with capitalist nations in developing countries, contributed 
funds for nonmilitary industrial, and agricultural projects. 
China also had an ulterior motive for assisting Cambodia. 





It hoped to win the friendship of Southeast Asian countries, | 


in part to check Soviet efforts to trespass on an area it con- 
sidered China's private preserve. Chinese aid was like- 
wise limited to economic purposes, such as the construc- 
tion of plywood, cement, paper, and textile factories. 





Neutrality begins at home 





For Sihanouk, the task of navigating the narrow straits of 


political factionalism was a matter of domestic as well as | 


foreign policy. Internally he found himself pulled in 


opposite directions by right- and left-wing parties whose | 


advocacy of alignment with either Communist or non- 
Communist countries threatened to upset Cambodia's pre- 
carious neutrality. The most powerful were the right-wing 


Democrats, many of whom adhered to republican ideas | 


about abolishing the monarchy. Fewer and less influential 


were the leftist members of the Pracheachon, Cambodia's | 


Communist party. The Pracheachon had links to the Viet- 
namese Communists and was as unfriendly toward Siha- 
nouk and the monarchy as the Democrats. 

While Cambodian society was almost entirely rural 
and peasant, the parties of the right and left were com- 
prised of a politically active urban elite. The right drew 
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A crowd greets Sihanouk with a traditional Cambodian wel- 
come during his 1955 campaign tour. 





support mostly from civil servants, the military, wealthy 
landowners, and businessmen; the left from intellectuals, 
academics, journalists, and former anti-French, Marxist 
revolutionaries. In the national elections mandated by the 
Geneva Conference for September 1955, Sihanouk could 
not let either party prevail. A victory by right or left could 
not only endanger his position as Cambodia's leader but 
could also destroy the country's neutrality. 

So, in March 1955, Sihanouk decided to enter the politi- 
| cal fray. He abdicated his throne in favor of his father, 
Norodom Suramarit, and became a candidate for pre- 
mier. Sihanouk campaigned on the principle of estab- 
lishing a democratic government. He formed a movement, 
the Sangkum Reasir Niyum (People’s Socialist Commu- 
nity). The Sangkum cut across party lines and adopted as 


its themes “loyalty to nation, Buddhism, and monarchy.” 
The Sangkum was created, he said, to end “the quarrels 
and rivalries among parties and political groupings.” His 
appeal to the peasantry was irresistible. The Sangkum 
won overwhelmingly, capturing all the seats in the Na- 


tional Assembly and more than 80 percent of the vote. 





Sihanouk's “Buddhist Socialism’’ matched the neutral 
cast of his foreign policy, borrowing ideas from both the 
right and the left. Besides inviting American aid, the 
prince promoted capitalist projects attractive to the right: 
intensive development of tourism, a free trade zone in 
Sihanoukville, the country’s new port, and limited free 
trade along the Cambodian-South Vietnamese border. 
For the left Sihanouk encouraged state-owned enterprises 
and imposed government price controls on agricultural 
goods. Sihanouk's fragmented economic initiatives ulti- 
mately satisfied neither side, so rivalry between them per- 
sisted, sundering the unity achieved by the Sangkum. 

To fend off continued criticisms and challenges, Siha- 
nouk cultivated his extensive popularity among the peas- 
ants. Like the ancient monarchs of Angkor, he held popu- 
lar audiences where the peasants could both pay homage 
to their “king” and seek redress of grievances. In the 
courtyard of his palace in Phnom Penh, Sihanouk at- 
tempted to solve his people’s problems and disputes. His 
shrill voice could be heard above the din of excited villag- 
ers, shouting "Water shortage in Mondolkiri, corruption in 
Kompong Cham? I'll deal with it, where is the minister?" 
At other times Sihanouk would rush about the country with 
the zeal of a politician seeking reelection. One day he 





would scatter bales of cloth and sacks of food in remote 
hamlets, on another he would drop in on villages by heli- 
copter to chat and joke with peasants. 

His critics, furious at their political emasculation, had 
few alternatives. Many accepted positions in Sihanouk's 
“neutral” government, a tenuous balance of right and lett 
that allocated no real power to either party. Some rightists 
faded into the forests along the Cambodian borders in 
Thailand and South Vietnam to join an anti-Sihanouk 
guerrilla group called the Khmer Serei (free Cambo- 
dians), formed by Son Ngoc Thanh, a pro-American Cam- 
bodian nationalist. A number of leftists formed their own 
opposition movement with the Communists Ho Chi Minh 
ordered to hide out in the countryside. Meanwhile, to con- 
solidate his international standing, Sihanouk depicted 
Cambodia as an oasis of political harmony. Yet despite 
his public bravado, he never ceased worrying about when 
a blow from either side might shatter that image. When 
that time finally came, the right struck first. 


The Bangkok Plot 


In March 1959, Sihanouk got a tip from the French and 
Chinese embassies that a right-wing plot to overthrow 














him was in the making. Sihanouk reacted quickly, launch- 


ing a preemptive strike against the headquarters of Dap | 


Chhuon, the general who was trying to topple his govern- 
ment. He then accused Thailand and South Vietnam of 


having conspired with Dap Chhuon so that “the present | 


monarchistic neutral and independent Khmer state could 
be replaced by a republic adopting a pro-Western 
stance.” 

Sihanouk also implicated the United States in the 
machinations of what became known as the Bangkok Plot. 
Getting rid of Sihanouk had indeed crossed the minds of 
some U.S. officials. As Cambodian specialist Milton Os- 
borne has noted, “There is no doubt that within the CIA, at 
least, there were Americans who believed that Sihanouk's 
international policies warranted involvement in a plot to 
overthrow him.” The Cambodians speculated that a CIA 
agent, Victor Matsui, may have coordinated the plot. Wil- 
liam Colby, then with the CIA in Saigon, denied com- 


plicity with Dap Chhuon, although he admitted that "Siha- 


nouk's misapprehension was understandable." 

Following the Bangkok Plot, Cambodia's relations with 
Thailand, South Vietnam, and the United States went from 
bad to worse. Sihanouk was now certain that all three 


saw him as their “enemy” and would try again to subvert | 


his regime. After several incursions by Thai troops into 
Cambodian territory and unabated Khmer Serei propa- 
ganda broadcasts, he severed diplomatic relations with 
Thailand in 1961 and with South Vietnam two years later. 





Because of American refusals to restrain the Thai and | 


South Vietnamese and his increasing suspicion that Amer- 
ican aid was directed at sabotaging his government, 
Sihanouk decided to cast out the American assistance 
program in November 1963. He demanded the U.S. AID 
mission close its doors and U.S. advisory personnel leave 
the country. Citing “U.S. opposition" to Cambodia's neu- 
trality, he stated his belief that “the American imperialists 
consider that we will not be independent unless we accept 
U.S. control of our national life.” The U.S. Embassy in 
Phnom Penh continued to operate. 


Sihanouk's closest associates, men of pro-American | 


sympathies like General Lon Nol, his defense minister, 
and Son Sann, his economic adviser, had cautioned Siha- 
nouk against terminating U.S. aid. By 1962, American as- 
sistance equaled about 14 percent of Cambodia's revenue 
and 30 percent of its military budget. Sihanouk was not to 
be dissuaded. It would not be long, however, before many 


Cambodians would be referring to the period of American | 


aid as the “era of plenty.” 
The military hostilities in South Vietnam added to Siha- 


nouk's frictions with the United States and its allies, partic- | 


ularly the GVN. The fighting gradually spilled over into 
Cambodia when hard-pressed VC guerrillas started 
bursting across the Cambodian frontier and ARVN units 
and South Vietnamese pilots boldly pursued them. 

In May 1964, a South Vietnamese M113 armored per- 
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drink bottling plant in 1968. 
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Prince Norodom Sihanouk, notorious for giving long speeches, addresses a crowd at the opening of a government-owned soft 











The scene is night among the fabled 
ruins of Angkor Wat. In the foreground, a 
dashing Cambodian counterespionage 
agent convinces a beautiful Latin Ameri- 
can ambassadress that he is not a Com- 
munist but a neutralist trying to save his 
country. Love blossoms and together they 
capture a ring of spies (a South Vietnam- 
ese intelligence officer, a CIA operative, 
and a corrupt Cambodian general) along 
with their radio and a trunkful of gold. 
Cambodia is safe once more from foreign 
plots. The scene shifts to an airstrip at 
sunset. The hero and the ambassadress 
sadly await the moment of her departure 
for home. Then, as the plane flies off into 
the deepening twilight, the forlorn hero 
stands alone. “The End” appears on the 
screen, followed by the credits: Producer, 
Director, Scenario, Dialogue, Music, 
Star—Noredom Sihanouk; Costar—Mo- 
nique Sihanouk. So concludes Shadow of 
Angkor, one of the early “masterpieces” 
of Cambodia's most prolific filmmaker, its 
one-time king, prime minister, prince, 
and chief of state Norodom Sihanouk. 

Although many outsiders considered 
Sihanouk's preoccupation with such di- 
versions as filmmaking signs of flightiness, 
for Sihanouk they simply went with the 
territory of being a national leader. In de- 
fense of his film Aspara, whose proceeds 
he donated to the army's social welfare 











Princely 
Diversions 











program, he noted, “Mr. Truman played 
the piano. Sir Winston Churchill indulged 
in painting. As for this hobby of mine, it 
will at least benefit my countrymen.” 
Aside from his movies—curiously Siha- 
nouk, the leading man, almost always lost 
the girl-the prince's other interests 
ranged from horse breeding to sporis to 
publishing. In the early sixties, sports, es- 
pecially basketball and volleyball, be- 
came his favorite pastime. In one basket- 
ball game, the then forty-one-year-old 
prince racked up ninety-two points 
against a group of paunchy diplomats. In 


1962, following a loss to the “hated Thais,” 
Sihanouk took to the airwaves to inform 
his people that "I have asked my children 
to exert greater efforts at basketball in or- 
der to defeat Thailand.” 

Sihanouk also pursued a lifelong pas- 
sion for music. An aspiring jazz saxo- 
phonist, he once sat in on a jam session 
with the “King of Swing,” Benny Good- 
man. Besides performing, Sihanouk also 
composed many popular songs, mostly 
romantic ballads, with titles like “The 
Evening I Met You,” “Passion,” “Regret,” 
and “Love Without Hope.” His song lyrics 
frequently appeared in the illustrated 
monthly magazine Kambuja, one of three 
publications that Sihanouk personally 
edited and to which he regularly contrib- 
uted. The prince jokingly referred to him- 
self as the “editor of his country.” 

Above all, Sihanouk enjoyed putting 
on a show. For French president Charles 
de Gaulle's visit in August of 1966, he 
staged an elaborate welcome. Special 
kitchen equipment was purchased in 
Hong Kong, and a chef and maid were 
imported from the Hotel Crillon in Paris. 
Following the first day's round of greet- 
ings and sumptuous banqueting, Siha- 
nouk and his French guests retired 
through carefully manicured gardens to 
the royal ballroom where Sihanouk's 
lovely daughter Bopha Devi, clad in a 


























The king as painter, 1952. 
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A in Peking in 1965, Sihanouk and his wife Menu are met by Premier Chou En-lai and a delegation of Chinese offi- 


cials. 





silver-embroidered dress bedecked with 
pounds of gold ornaments, entertained 
them with a traditional dance. 

The Cambodian chief of state crowned 
the next day’s festivities with a stunning 
“sound and light” spectacular at Angkor 
Wat. Amid the flood-lit ruins, elephants 
and spear-carrying Cambodians in his- 
toric costume reenacted dramatic scenes 
from Cambodian history. On the final day 


| of de Gaulle's visit, nearly 100,000 Cam- 
| bodians 


jammed into Phnom Penh's 


| sports stadium to hail the French leader 
| shouting, "Vive de Gaulle!” 


Sometimes the prince revealed his 
cantankerous side. He relished embar- 
rassing or nettling the same diplomats he 


| might have wined and dined only the 


| to till rice alongside 


previous evening. Members of the West- 
ern diplomatic corps accompanying him 
on his frequent junkets into the coun- 
tryside among peasants often found them- 
selves “invited” by Sihanouk to roll up 
their sleeves and dig irrigation ditches or 

O the peasants, much to 
the prince's amusement. In one instance, 
Sihanouk even insisted that all the am- 
bassadors take part in laying a new rail- 
read track. Then he soothed the per- 
spiring diplomats’ ruffled egos with a 
















Sihanouk greets Jacqueline Kennedy at a 
reception during the former first lady's 
visit to Cambodia in November 1967. 
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gourmet lunch washed down with vin- 
tage champagne. Another favorite prank 
of Sihanouk's was landing at Siem Reap 
near Angkor Wat when returning from 
abroad, thereby forcing the ambassadors 
to make the nearly 150-mile journey 
through the oppressive heat to greet him. 

Sihanouk did not reserve the “royal 
treatment” for westerners alone. Securing 
pornographic films from the French em- 
bassy, he would invite Ieng Sary, a staid 
and somber member of Cambodia's 
Communist party, to one of his many gala 
soirees. While Sary stiffly endured the 
showing of Sihanouk’s erotic movies, the 
prince and his retinue would laugh and 
applaud, savoring Sary's discomfort. Af- 
ter one such occasion, Sihanouk quipped, 
“Jeng Sary will have to go through ter- 
rible self-criticism tomorrow.” For critics 
of his flamboyant, rambunctious style Si- 
hanouk had no apologies. “It is difficult to 
be a prince nowadays,” he explained. 
“The people believe that princes only 
build palaces and make gold and silver. 
But nowadays we have to work.” 





sonnel carrier was attacked and destroyed by Cam- 
bodian troops after it penetrated half a kilometer into 
Cambodia. When three South Vietnamese aircraft chas- 
ing Vietcong soldiers bombed the village of Anlong Kres 
one kilometer inside Cambodian territory, killing eight 
people and wounding eight more, Sihanouk accused 
the United States of having not only approved but encour- 
aged the cross-border incursions. “The dead,” he said, 
“have fallen under the bullets and bombs of modern bar- 
barions . . . [who came] from the mountains of Mississippi, 
Ohio, or Missouri to exterminate people who would resist 
them.” 

The South Vietnamese leveled accusations of their own 
at Cambodia. Cambodian forces were reportedly assault- 
ing ARVN troops and installations within South Vietnam. 
The South Vietnamese Defense Ministry announced on 
September 7, 1964, that an ARVN soldier was killed when 
ten Cambodian gun boats on a Mekong River tributary 
fired upon a South Vietnamese outpost about one kilome- 
ter from the border. Over the next few months the ministry 
publicized similar clashes. Sihanouk called Cambodian 
attacks on ARVN self-defense: “It is impossible for us not 
to strike back, whatever the consequences.” 

The ARVN cross-border air and ground sallies contin- 
ued. On April 10, 1965, four South Vietnamese air force 
A-4 Skyraider jets strafed and rocketed two Cambodian 
border villages suspected of being used by VC guerrillas. 
Neither U.S. and South Vietnamese apologies nor expla- 
nations that the pilots thought they were firing at VC could 
assuage an enraged Sihanouk. He promptly dissolved 
diplomatic ties with the United States and openly adopted 
what he called a "pro- Communist neutrality,” which dic- 
tated warm diplomatic relations with the People’s Repub- 
lic of China. He also moved toward establishing full diplo- 
matic connections with North Vietnam and the National 
Liberation Front. To alarmed and angry U.S. State De- 
partment officials, as they shut down the embassy in 
Phnom Penh on May 3, 1965, Cambodia appeared to have 
aligned itself, formally and permanently, with the Com- 
munist camp. 





The price of “neutrality” 











The People's Republic of China welcomed Sihanouk's dip- 
lomatic advances and requests for increased economic 
assistance and a military arms agreement. Sihanouk 
capped off a new military assistance agreement with 
China by affirming that “countries which firmly oppose 
United States imperialist provocations like [Communist 
China] would help Cambodia resist criminal acts of op- 
pression." Cambodia's foreign policy shift toward China, 
however, represented more than a temporary expedient 
for striking back at the United States. Behind the Cam- 
bodian leader's determined tilt to the left was his growing 
conviction that of the world's three major powers, China, 


not the United States or the Soviet Union, would ultimately 


dominate Southeast Asia. Sihanouk concluded that “our | 


interests are served by dealing with the [Chinese] camp | 


that one day will dominate the whole of Asia—and by 
coming to terms before its victory—in order to obtain the 
best terms possible.” 

For Sihanouk the “best terms possible” meant Cam- 
bodia's continued existence as a nation. His prediction of 
Chinese suzerainty over Southeast Asia also assumed a 
Communist victory that would put a united Vietnam under 





Ho Chi Minh's control. Like most Cambodians, Sihanouk | 


always feared the Vietnamese, Communist or non-Com- | 


munist. But he feared most an undivided, Communist- 


ruled Vietnam. As early as 1961 he had contemplated | 
having to "entreat China to make North Vietnam confine | 
itself to South Vietnam.” Now he would begin bargaining | 


in earnest with China to achieve that purpose. 

Chinese leaders promised Sihanouk what he so far had 
not obtained from the United States. They affirmed their 
recognition of Cambodia's territorial integrity and 
pledged to protect it against any and all “acts of agres- 
sion endangering [its] security.” In return for his Chinese 
“guarantor,” Sihanouk owed his cooperation in China's 
efforts to support the Communist struggle against the 
United States in South Vietnam. North Vietnam's prose- 
cution of the war, after the introduction of American troops 
in 1965, required more extensive supply routes into South 
Vietnam. Sihanouk, resigned to the inevitability of Com- 
munist victory, fulfilled his part of the bargain with China 
by allowing NVA and VC troops to use sections of Cam- 
bodia's eastern provinces. 

At first the North Vietnamese infiltrated men, arms, and 
supplies down the Ho Chi Minh Trail through Laos, across 
northeastern Cambodia, and into South Vietnam. When 
the American bombings, starting in 1965, constricted the 
flow of material transported down the trail, Chinese pre- 
mier Chou En-lai personally asked Sihanouk to permit the 
completed Cambodian port of Sihanoukville to be used as 


an alternate supply conduit. Sihanouk did not like the idea | 


but felt he had no option. The Chinese assured him some 
profit on the deal. “Two-thirds for the Viet Cong, one-third 


for yourself. At that rate one sells oneself,” Sihanouk later | 


commented. 

Soon thousands of tons of Communist supplies and 
equipment were being unloaded at Sihanoukville. Ac- 
cording to MACV commander General William West- 
moreland, “From 1966 through 1969 the VC received 
21,600 metric tons of military supplies such as arms and 
ammunition, including almost 600 tons of Soviet rockets, 
and over 5,000 metric tons of nonmilitary supplies such as 
food, clothing, and medicine.” From Sihanoukville a Chi- 
nese firm called Haklee trucked the Communists’ goods 
down the American-built “Friendship Highway“ through 
Phnom Penh to supply depots near the South Vietnamese 
border. The Communists’ “Sihanoukville connection” in- 
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furiated American officials. One American complained 


| that Sihanouk “may not know the full extent of the North 


Vietnamese activities in his remote border areas. But he 
could very well control what moves through his port.” 

Communist demands on Cambodian hospitality in- 
creased with the escalation of the war in South Vietnam. 
Through 1966 the VC and NVA had been able to maintain 
bases and troop concentrations on the large stretches of 
South Vietnamese territory they controlled. Until 1967, 
Cambodia served principally as a logistical base and 
supply passageway. Communist facilities there—hospitals, 
barracks, and training areas—were used primarily by 
logistical personnel and support troops. Communist com- 
bat forces continued to use Cambodia mainly as a tempo- 
rary haven or escape hatch when battered or cornered by 
U.S. or ARVN units. 

After the Americans brought their superior firepower 
and division-sized search and destroy operations in 1967 
to previously inviolate enemy enclaves in War Zones C 
and D, the Communists started expanding their border 
sanctuaries into semipermanent base installations. The 


| Cambodian bases now served not only logistical units but 


also increasing numbers of combat troops. Intelligence 
analysis of Operation Junction City in War Zone C during 
early 1967 disclosed that “Junction City convinced the 
enemy command that continuing to base Main Force com- 
bat units in close proximity to the key population areas 
would be increasingly foolhardy. From that time on the 
enemy made increasing use of Cambodian sanctuaries 
for his bases, hospitals, training centers, and supply de- 
pots.” The Communists were not abandoning their bases 
in South Vietnam, but Cambodia was becoming a major 
component of their tactical as well as logistical apparatus. 





Beyond reach 


American concern about the Cambodian sanctuaries and 
proposals to eradicate them began from the time the U.S. 
entered the war. On December 21, 1965, however, the 
U.S. State Department announced a decision made by the 
White House not to authorize American commanders, as 
they had requested, to pursue NVA and VC troops into 
Cambodia. State Department press officer Marshall 
Wright said that U.S. policy continued “to respect the sov- 
ereignty, the independence, and territorial integrity of 
Cambodia.” 

Still, sporadic incidents of "hot pursuit" border cross- 
ings by U.S. and ARVN air and ground forces did occur. 
And they proved politically damaging. Although the U.S. 
insisted "hot pursuit"—that is, the pursuit of enemy units 
fleeing from battle across the border—was not authorized 
and claimed allied border crossings were accidental, 
these incidents consistently hindered Washington's at- 
tempts to improve relations with Sihanouk and coax him to 
curtail, if not ban, the sanctuaries. In the summer of 1966, 
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the American journalist Robert Shaplen conveyed a letter 
to Sihanouk from President Johnson's roving ambassador, 
Averell Harriman. It requested an opportunity "to resume 
amicable conversations to which I have always attached 
the greatest interest." Sihanouk replied that Harriman 
would "be welcome in Cambodia on a date of your choos- 
ing." But on July 31, U.S. aircraft bombed the village of 
Thlok Trach, just inside the Cambodian border. Then, on 
August 2, while foreign diplomats and military attachés 
were surveying the damage, U.S. helicopters and jets 
twice assailed Thlok Trach. An old woman and two chil- 
dren were killed. “This touched Sihanouk on the raw,” 
Shaplen noted. “He angrily declared that there was no 
sense in holding any talks because the United States must 
first recognize that Cambodia is a country that has fron- 
tiers." 

The Communists’ untrammeled access to Cambodia ex- 
asperated American officers from 1965 to 1970. General 
Westmoreland wrote in his memoirs that in 1966 he had 
asked "specific approval to move a few miles inside Cam- 
bodian jungles to cut in behind the Chu Pong Mountain 
massif and trap North Vietnamese that had crossed into 
South Vietnam." Nothing came of it. Later Westmoreland 
had his staff "prepare a contingency plan for limited air 
and ground operations against the enemy bases . . . but 
the State Department opposed the plan and the President 
disapproved it." 

President Johnson was steadfast in his opposition to of- 
fensive operations against the sanctuaries. Despite exhor- 
tations from ex-President Eisenhower to “Tell ‘em they 
have no sanctuaries,” Johnson feared the consequences of 
widening the war: “With an unfriendly Prince Sihanouk 
still in power in Cambodia we feared that any action 
there would lead him to ask Peking for help.” So obdurate 
was Johnson about keeping Cambodia out of the war pol- 
icy debate that General Westmoreland's request to tell the 
world press of the Communists’ use of Cambodia was de- 
nied until late 1967. 

Since Sihanouk refused to acknowledge North Viet- 
nam's use of his country for sanctuary and supply and 
barred Western journalists from Cambodia until autumn 
1967, concrete evidence of the sanctuaries was not made 
public until two American journalists uncovered one in 
November. George MacArthur of the Associated Press 
and his colleague, photographer Horst Faas, investigated 
a wooded area of Cambodia north of Tay Ninh. “We 
didn't get into that area more than 500 yards," MacArthur 
remembers, “when we began to find the first signs that 
somebody was there. A road had been carved... then we 
went in another 300 to 400 yards and found an area for the 
storage of rice . . . that was VC, there was no question 
about it.” MacArthur and Faas proceeded 200 yards far- 
ther until “Horst smelled their latrine. There was a military 
camp. Thank God, it was abandoned.” 


Because President Johnson would not permit attacks on 


Threat from the 
west. In fall 1965, at 
the Special Forces 
outpost at Bu Dop, 
South Vietnam, near 
the Cambodian 
frontier, Communist 
forces attacked and 
then retreated 
across the border. 
Here, some of the 
150 enemy dead 
from the skirmish lie 
along a trench in- 
side the post. 


At Duc Co, a border 
post west of Pleiku, 
a helicopter arrives 
to evacuate dead 
and wounded from 
a Communist mortar 
attack in mid-1965. 
The smoke is from 
American tanks, 
which came to the 
rescue of the camp. 


| 





_ the sanctuaries, MACV had to make do with stopgap de- 
fensive measures to cut the flow of men and materiel from 
the sanctuaries into South Vietnam. The U.S. Special 
Forces and the CIA dotted the South Vietnamese side of 
the Cambodian border with camps to monitor enemy infil- 
tration. To man them they recruited mercenaries from 
mountain tribesmen and ethnic Cambodians living in 
South Vietnam and organized them into the Civilian 
Irregular Defense Group (CIDG). Many were former 
members of Son Ngoc Thanh’s Khmer Serei. MACV also 
established the Studies and Observations Group, which 

| conducted clandestine reconnaissance missions into Cam- 
bodia. Their job was primarily intelligence gathering. 

| SOG teams (under the code name Daniel Boone, later 
| Salem House) quietly slipped across the frontier in search 
| of Communist trails or bases.* 

| General Westmoreland had described the counter- 
measures allowed him against the sanctuaries as “few 

| and feeble.” Together they did little to stem infiltration. 

| Remonstrating with Sihanouk was useless. Besides, as an 
American officer indicated, Sihanouk “wouldn't be able to 
do much with his 40,000 man army even if he wanted to.” 

When Westmoreland relinquished command in 1968, 

| Cambodia was still “off limits.” That would change some- 

| day. The impetus, however, would not come from the U.S. 
or its allies but from within Cambodia itself. 


Reds and blues 











Sihanouk managed to conceal the Communist intrusion 
into Cambodia from the outside world beneath a cloak of 
“sincere” disavowals and coy evasions. But the economic 
and political effects of his Communist guests could not be 
hidden from Cambodians. The Vietnamese Communists in 
border areas encouraged rice merchants and farmers to 
smuggle them at least 100,000 tons of rice a year by offer- 
ing payment in American dollars at the world market 
price instead of the government's lower fixed price. This 
deprived the government of both taxes and profits from the 
legitimate export trade. Communist cadres also siphoned 
off government revenues by taxing peasants in the vicinity 
of their bases, in the form of "donations." They even con- 
trived a counterfeiting scam. They forged Cambodian cur- 
rency to purchase rice and to cover the cost of shipping 
war materiel to their sanctuaries. 

Certain members of Sihanouk's royal family engaged 
in the illicit Communist trade. His half-Italian, half- 
Cambodian wife, Monique, and her conniving relatives 
used their positions to fatten their foreign bank accounts. 
Rumor had it that Monique elicited enormous “gifts” from 
the Vietnamese and Chinese Communists in return for 


* For more information on SOG, see chapter 7 of Raising the 
Stakes and chapter 6 of A Contagion of War, two other volumes in 
“The Vietnam Experience.” 
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prevailing upon Sihanouk to refrain from clamping down 
on the illegal rice market. Monique's half brother, Oum 
Manorine, secretary of state for surface defense, collabo- 
rated in rice smuggling with Colonel Sosthene Fernandez, 
secretary of state for national security. They also exacted 
bribes from the Communists for shipping arms and am- 
munition to the sanctuaries. 

Sihanouk's biggest concern was that the Communists 
might sow leftist dissension. Back in 1955 he had protested 
propaganda broadcasts from Hanoi as a “campaign of 
interference in the internal affairs of Cambodia.” With the 
Vietnamese Communists now operating in his own back- 
yard, he worried that the Pracheachon might be embold- 
ened to rise against him. He labeled the Pracheachon's 
members the "Khmers Rouges," or "reds," in contrast to 
members of the right-wing party, or the "blues." Since the 
early 1960s Pracheachon cadres had been active in Cam- 
bodia's rural areas building a power base among peas- 
ants. They fanned discontent over high interest rates on 
credit, oppressive taxes, inflation, and low prices for rice 
crops. Communist organizing focused on rice-rich Bat- 
tambang Province, which had a history of peasant unrest 
and economic turmoil. From there the Khmers Rouges 
made their bid to displace Sihanouk. 

On March 11, 1967, Battambang erupted in open revolt 
against the government. Agrarian riots also broke out in 
other provinces. At the urging of his “blue” defense min- 
ister, Lon Nol, Sihanouk moved swiftly and harshly to quell 
the rebellion. Cambodian troops, in a brutal campaign to 
smash the rebels, razed scores of villages, killed hundreds 
of peasants, and arrested thousands more. The soldiers 
clubbed some villagers to death and beheaded others to 
collect government bounties. Martial law was imposed be- 
fore several thousand rebels finally retreated to their forest 
havens in mid-April. In Phnom Penh, Sihanouk impris- 
oned five former leftist cabinet members, including Khieu 
Sampan, for allegedly organizing the revolt. Sampan and 
two others disappeared; they were reported to have been 
secretly executed, but this could not be confirmed, and 
Sampan would later emerge as Pol Pot's right-hand man. 

Sihanouk blamed Vietnamese and Chinese "pro- 
vocateurs” in addition to the Cambodian leftists for the 
Battambang rebellion. It was a rude shock to Cambodia's 
wheeling-and-dealing chief of state, for Sihanouk’s pro- 
Chinese tilt had gained him nothing. For all his pro-Chi- 
nese rhetoric and his accommodation of the sanctuaries, 
China had not only failed to restrain the Vietnamese Com- 
munists but had involved itself in revolutionary subversion 
against his government. Sihanouk's Chinese guarantor 
had been a fraud. A sense of fatalism overtook him. His 
last objective, as he glumly described it, became "to push 
away as long as possible the death of our country and 
people.” In turning to China Sihanouk had seriously mis- 
calculated. Now it appeared to be time for a turn to a dif- 
ferent direction. 


Before the beginning of American in- 
volvement in Southeast Asia following 
World War II, most Americans knew al- 
most nothing about Cambodia, its people, 
history, and culture. To those few Ameri- 
cans who traveled there, Cambodia 
seemed a serene, exotic land of peasant 
farmers and fishermen, Buddhist temples 
and royal pageantry, as depicted in the 
photographs shown on the next two 
pages. The French financier Alfred Kahn 
commissioned these pictures, some of the 
first examples of color photography, in 
1915. But these images of a tranquil Cam- 
bodia masked the oppression its people 
experienced under French colonial rule 
and their nationalist struggle to overthrow 
it. 

After acquiring independence from 
France in 1954, Cambodians looked to a 
future of genuine peace and freedom. 
However, the efforts of Cambodia's 
leader, Prince Norodom Sihanouk, to pre- 
serve that country’s neutrality during the 
bitter conflict in nearby South Vietnam 
and Laos were to no avail. By the late 
1960s Cambodia, beset by military and 
political forces beyond its control, had be- 
come engulfed in an Indochina war. 


A peasant woman interrupts her work 
to pose for Kahn's photographer. 
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The elephant was not only a 

symbol of the ancient Khmer 
empire, it was also an impor- 
tant form of transportation. 


Cambodians stand before 
their home, built on stilts 

o protect it against seasonal 
flooding. 








Remnants of a kingdom that 
was. In 1915, royal dancers 
pose before depictions of their 
earlier counterparts sculpted 
on a wall at the ancient 
Khmer capital, Angkor Wat. 


Boys with fishing baskets, 
Angkor Wai, 1915 


A peaceful people in the 
shadow of war. Cambodian 
bonzes stand near a self- 
propelled artillery piece of 
the Cambodian army in 1970. 


oy no longer, this Cam- 
uth totes an M16. 
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The Vietcong held Saang, 
Cambodia, in early 1970 and 
then evacuated it in April to a 
disorganized Cambodian 
force, which looted the town. 
Here, Cambodian soldiers 
have stolen a dog and are 
breaking into a store. 
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Preparing for war: a ® 
Cambodian soldier out- fi 
side of Phnom Penh. 














Aboard a truck bound 
for Phnom Penh carry- 
ing the casualties of 
fighting at Setbo in April 
1970, two Cambodians 
comfort a suffering com- 
rade. The photographer, 
Don McCullin, was also 
wounded during the 
battle. 
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A even ol Peace 


When she was in college, Jacqueline Bouvier 
was enchanted by accounts she read of the mag- 
nificent Khmer temple-city of Angkor in north- 
western Cambodia and hoped one day to visit 
there. Mony years later, in 1967, Prince Norodom 
Sihanouk invited the widow of President John F. 
Kennedy to fulfill her dream with a tour of Ang- 
kor's ancient ruins. On November 3, Mrs. Ken- 
nedy, with a jumble of Americon journalists and 
television camera crews around her, strolled 
through Angkor's huge temples and along its 
long colonnades and pillared galleries, lunched 
at tables set out under giant banyon trees, and 
watched traditional Khmer dances. 
> This was more than an occasion for entertain- 
— . ing a famous visitor. It was the beginning of an 
s ection > A Cambodian officials to bring about a 
x ient with the United States. A month 























matic relations, agreed on means to prevent Cambodia 
from being caught up in the Vietnamese war. In a joint 
communiqué Bowles stressed that the U.S. would “do 
everything possible to avoid acts of aggression against 
Cambodia as well as incidents and accidents which may 
cause losses and damages to the inhabitants of Cam- 
bodia." In turn, Sihanouk agreed “to request the Vietcong 
to leave Cambodia” if the U.S. would “inform Cambodia 
of all information she possesses of Communist Vietnamese 
| infiltration [to] enable Cambodia to perform its duties as a 
neutral country." To facilitate this transfer of information, 
the U.S. started an intelligence operation code-named 
“Vesuvius.” This operation called for American in- 
telligence analysts in Saigon to prepare reports of what 
| U.S. air and ground reconnaissance learned about the 
| Communist sanctuaries. This documented evidence would 
| then be periodically supplied to Sihanouk. 

While the Americans supplied much evidence, Siha- 
nouk reneged on his promise. For reasons he has never 
explained, Sihanouk was still unwilling to take action 
| against the Vietnamese Communists. To make matters 
worse, not long after the joint agreement, he charged the 
U.S. with unwarranted U.S. air and ground intrusions into 
Cambodia. 

By late 1968, the erratic Sihanouk found the hard reali- 
ties of the war in Vietnam catching up to him. After the Tet 
offensive, the NVA and VC had found it necessary to rely 
more than ever on their Cambodian sanctuaries in order 
to sustain their operations in South Vietnam. Cambodia's 
State Security Secretary Sosthene Fernandez reported 
“armed Vietnamese are continuing to install themselves in 
Khmer territory near the frontier.” American intelligence 
indicated that NVA/VC military activity “in the area of 
Cambodia closest to Saigon” had “increased three-fold” 
after November 1967. “They now have munitions, work- 
shops, hospitals, prisoner-of-war camps, supply depots 
and training centers in the area.” 

Still Sihanouk refused to address the problem of the 
sanctuaries. Despite his own intelligence reports that “the 
Vietnamese are becoming increasingly hostile to the local 
people and authorities,” Sihanouk ordered Cambodian 
military officers to stay out of areas where they might con- 
tact Communist troops, because he feared the conse- 
quences of confrontation. 

Sihanouk did, however, take economic measures 
against the Communists. He foiled their counterfeiting op- 
eration by replacing old-series 500-riel notes with new 
ones. As old bills were taken in, some $70 million in notes 
forged by the Communists were not redeemed. 


Preceding page. Cambodian troops survey the ruins of a bor- 
der outpost near Trapeang Phlong destroyed by the VC in 
April 1970. After Lon Nol broke off relations with North Viet- 
nam, Communist attacks in Cambodia's border region in- 
creased markedly. 
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Also, at the suggestion of Lon Nol and other rightist pol- 
iticians, on May 11, 1969, Sihanouk welcomed a return to 
full diplomatic relations with the United States, in order “to 
play a new card since Asian Communists are already at- 
tacking us before the end of the Vietnam War.” A U.S. offi- 
cial said on the occasion of the resumption of relations: 
"Maybe, they're just a silly millimeter closer to the U.S. 
now. But for Cambodia that’s a major change.” 

That “silly millimeter closer” meant much more to the 
Nixon administration than seemed apparent at that time. 
During the several months it took to arrange diplomatic 
reconciliation, the White House was authorizing secret 
bombings of Communist sanctuaries in Cambodia. Nei- 
ther the U.S. Congress nor the American people knew 
about it, but the bombings had begun shortly atter Nixon 
took office. The bombing raids were the Pentagon's way of 
responding to Nixon's wish to “quarantine” Cambodia. 
From Saigon, General Abrams proposed that the best ap- 
proach would be to direct a B-52 raid against a border 
section of Cambodia (labeled Base Area 353 on U.S. mili- 
tary maps) that was thought to be the location of head- 
quarters for the Communist Central Office for South Viet- 
nam (COSVN). Nixon approved a proposal for forty-eight 
B-52 bombing sorties to be flown against Area 353. The 
Joint Chiefs of Staff code-named this bombing operation 
Breakfast, and on March 18, 1969, the first American B-52s 


took off from Anderson Air Force Base in Guam. 
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President Nixon wanted nobody to know about Breaktast. 
Although, of course, the North Vietnamese and those 
Cambodians living in the target area would know a 
bombing operation had begun, the president reasoned 
that Hanoi could not publicly disclose or protest it without 
admitting the presence of its troops in Cambodia. The 
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Earle 
Wheeler, explained: “In the event press inquiries are re- 
ceived following the execution of the Breakfast Plan as to 
whether or not U.S. B-52s have struck in Cambodia U.S. 
spokesman will confirm that B-52s did strike on routine 
missions adjacent to the Cambodian border but state that 
he has no details and will look into this question.” 

The emphasis on secrecy was so intense that U.S. Stra- 
tegic Air Command records were falsified. Major Hal 
McKnight, who directed radar crews at Bien Hoa airfield 
for the tactical region between Saigon and the Cam- 
bodian border, later described the subterfuge: “The site 
commander [at Bien Hoa] called me in and said ‘From 
time to time, we have special missions that we run off 
here.’ McKnight was then ordered to meet a Strategic 
Air Command courier on board an airplane at Bien Hoa. 
From the courier he was to receive an envelope contain- 
ing the coordinates for the bombing targets. Alter direct- 
ing the bombers on the mission, McKnight said, he would 


The 
Columbia 
Incident 





The American merchant freighter the 
SS Columbia Eagle was steaming 
through the Gulf of Siam on March 13, 
1970, when an alarm sounded and a 
voice over the ship's loud-speaker or- 
dered the crew to abandon ship, warning 
that a bomb was about to explode: “Do it 
now ... Hurry ... Get those boats away!” 
The crew needed little urging, for the 
Eagle was loaded to the gunwales with 
munitions for American B-52s in Thai- 
land. 

Within minutes twenty-four of the 
ship’s thirty-nine crewmen tumbled into 
two lifeboats and pushed off from the ship 
to wait for what they were sure would be 
a shattering explosion. None came. After 
an hour, to the amazement of the 
stranded crewmen, smoke belched from 
the Eagle's stack and the ship sped off at 
full steam. “We didn't know what was 
happening,” recalled second mate Robert 
Stevenson, “some of the men joked that 
maybe we were being hijacked, but we 
thought it was just that—a joke.” 

Though it may have seemed farcical, 
the seizure was no joke. The bomb scare 
had been engineered by two crewmen, 
steward Clyde McKay and stoker Alvin 
Glatkowski. They had taken the bridge at 
gun point, ordering Captain Donald 
Swann to sound the alarm and then to 
shift course for Cambodia. If Swann did 
not obey, they threatened to blow up the 
ship. McKay and Glatkowski later said 
they had commandeered the ship “to help 
President Nixon deescalate the war by 
removing 10,000 tons of napalm from cir- 
culation.” Newspapers reported the cap- 
tain was told this was “the first in a series 
of mutinies” that would be staged to “im- 
pede” the war in Vietnam. 

Hours later, after another munitions 
ship, the SS Rappahanock, spotted the 
stranded lifeboats, word of the hijacking 


got out. By the time Americans knew of 
the hijacking, the Columbia Eagle had al- 
most reached the waters of neutral Cam- 
bodia. Late on March 15 it anchored five 
miles off the port of Sihanoukville. McKay 
and Glatkowski then requested, and 
were granted, political asylum by Prince 
Sihanouk's government. 

At first it seemed more an impulsive 
act than a political gesture. Neither of the 
hijackers had a history of political mili- 
tancy. Both came from military families; 
each of their mothers had divorced and 
remarried servicemen. McKay, twenty- 
five, had tried to join the army, was re- 
jected for medical reasons, and instead 
went to sea. Glatkowski, twenty, had 
been a merchant mariner off and on for 
four years. In 1969 he had married and 
taken an on-shore job as a maintenance 
mon. After his wife became pregnant the 
couple needed money so he signed back 
on for a short tour with the Eagle. During 
and after the hijacking it was McKay who 
took the lead. He said he'd felt himself “ix: 
the position of a German sailor durina 
World War II... . I should feel mysel 
guilty if I were just to comply and be a 
part of threatening the people of Asia.” 

No one knew what to make of the hi- 
jacking. From the Rappahanock, Eagle 
crewmen denounced it as an act of “hip- 
pies” high on pot and pills. “Hell, they 
wouldn't know Marx from Lenin,” one 
sailor scoffed. The hijackers’ relatives 
were baffled. Glatkowski's wife revealed 
that while her husband disapproved of 
the war, “He was not the type to march in 
peace parades or anything like that.” 
Even American authorities were uncer- 
tain how to deal with the incident. State 
and Defense Department officials de- 
bated whether it constituted a mutiny. 
Meanwhile, five American vessels were 
sent to the area, ordered to wait outside 
Cambodian waters and maintain surveil- 
lance over the Eagle. A plan to pursue 
the Eagle into Cambodian waters and re- 
take it by force was then authorized but 
scratched. Finally, the government began 
negotiating for the Eagle's release. 

The Eagle affair might soon have 
faded had it not been for its timing. The 
coincidence of the Eagle's arrival in Siha- 
noukville, just days before the March 18 
coup against Sihanouk, prompted specu- 
lation that the hijacking was an elaborate 
American ruse to smuggle arms to Lon 


Nol's right-wing, anti-Sihanouk group. 
The Communist press around the world 
suggested that the mutineers were acting 
as agents of the CIA. McKay and Glat- 
kowski insisted, however, that the hijack- 
ing was an antiwar protest. Whatever 
their motives, it is doubtful the two hi- 
jackers had any connection with the oust- 
ing of Sthanouk. The Eagle's load of 500- 
and 750-pound bombs would have been 
useless to Lon Nol's troops. 

Even though the charges of a CIA plot 
were never proven, they did help to se- 
cure the Eagle's release. After having first 
refused to hand over the ship, Lon Nol 
reversed himself. On March 28 he an- 
nounced he would return the Eagle, its 
crew, and its cargo to the United States. 
His new government was eager to quash 
allegations that the hijacking had been 
staged to furnish arms for the coup. Lon 
Nol even invited a group of journalists to 
inspect the Eagle's hold, to verify that 
none of the cargo had been touched. In 
early April, after a brief ceremony, the 
Eagle was turned back over to the U.S. 
Captain Swann quickly sailed it out of 
Cambodian waters. 

As for McKay and Glatkowski, for 
months they were held under guard in 
Phnom Penh, their asylum having turned 
into a loose arrest. The U.S. Coast 
Guard—which has limited jurisdiction 
ever the merchant marine—turned the 
case over to federal authorities, and in 
June a federal grand jury in Los Angeles 
indicted the two, in absentia, on charges 
of mutiny, kidnaping, and assault. In 
October 1970, McKay escaped from his 
Cambodion guards and supposedly 
headed north to try to join the Communist 
forces at Siem Reap. His whereabouts 
since are unknown. Glatkowski suffered 
a nervous breakdown and, after unsuc- 
cessfully seeking asylum at the Chinese 
and Russian embassies, surrendered to 
the American embassy in Phnom Penh. In 
1972 he was found guilty in a Los Angeles 
federal court on two counts of assault and 
mutiny and sentenced to ten years at the 
U.S. penitentiary at Lompoc, California. 
Five years later he was paroled and re- 
leased to a halfway house. Though events 
had turned against him, Glatkowski was 
not sorry for his role in the Eagle affair: “I 
only regret," he told reporters in 1970, "I 
didn' sink the ship." 
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take "all the paperwork" [containing the secret Cam- 
bodian targets] and lock it in his desk “until daylight 
came.” Only then, because his superiors feared that 
pieces of paper might be dropped in the dark, would he 
take the paperwork outside and “burn it.” 

Even the effort to check the results of the bombing raids 
was clendestine. On March 18 Special Forces Lieutenant 

| Randolph Harrison received orders to send a reconnais- 
sance team into Base Área 353 by helicopter and to pick 
up enemy survivors. It was supposed to be easy, recalled 
Harrison: "We had been told... . that those carpet bomb- 
ing attacks by B-52s were totally devastating, that nothing 
could survive and if there was anybody still alive out there 
| they would be so stunned that all we would have to do 
was walk over and lead him by the arm to the helicopter." 
Captain Bill Orthman led a thirteen-man Daniel Boone 
team into Cambodia. The men were conlident and excited. 
Dropped amid the rubble and craters, they began search- 
ing for enemy soldiers killed or dazed by the bombing. 
The enemy were neither dead nor dazed. As Harrison tells 
it, “The only visible effect on the North Vietnamese who 
were there was the same as taking a beehive the size of a 
| basketball and poking it with a stick-they were mad.” 
The Communists trapped Orthman's team in withering 
crossfire. Their rescue call for helicopters reported “that 
everybody is getting hit.” When a helicopter arrived, only 
two Daniel Boone members were alive. In Harrison's 
words, the others were “slaughtered.” 

Despite this inauspicious start, President Nixon contin- 
ued the bombings on suspected Communist samctuaries in 
Cambodia for fourteen months. Breakfast was followed by 
Lunch, Lunch by Snack, Snack by Dinner, Dinner by Des- 
sert, Dessert by Supper. The composite name for these 
many operations was Menu. The administration defended 
the secrecy of Menu on the grounds that Sihanouk had ap- 
proved it with the provision that the bombing be con- 
cealed to protect his "neutral" position. Henry Kissinger 
subsequently stated, “It was not a bombing of Cambodia, 
but it was a bombing of North Vietnamese in Cambodia. 
The prince at a minimum acquiesced in the bombing of 
unpopulated areas [and] told us that if we bombed un- 
populated areas they would not notice.” Sihanouk later 
denied that he had ever been informed about or granted 
his approval for the Menu raids. The details of whatever 
understanding, if any, the administration may have, had 
with Sihanouk remain obscure. One thing about Menu 
was clear, as Harrison's Daniel Boone team discovered. It 
was going to take much more than B-52s to drive the NVA 
and VC trom their Cambodian sanctuaries. 





The end ofan era — 





As 1970 began, Cambodia was a seriously troubled coun- 
try. lis economy was in shambles. Industrial output and 
agricultural production were at all-time lows. Imports to- 
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taled $77 million, $27 million more than exports, the worst 
balance of payments deficit in Cambodian history. In- 
flation was rampant and taxes exorbitant. 

The political situation was even worse. Lon Nol, whom 
Sihanouk had appointed prime minister in 1969, calcu- 
lated at the time that the number of foreign troops in Cam- 
bodia was 35,000 to 40,000 and concluded, “nothing in- 
dicates that the foreign units will soon leave our soil.” Not 
only were the Communists occupying long stretches of 
Cambodia's border regions, but they were creeping in- 
land toward the central Cambodian provinces of Kom- 
pong Cham, Prey Veng, and Svay Rieng, all within a short 
driving distance from Phnom Penh. In a protest to the 
North Vietnamese and NLF ambassadors, Lon Nol 
charged “occupation is also in effect, not only in the bor- 
der areas, but also in the interior,” where Communist 
cadres "actively organized the population to deal in con- 
traband.” Also of concern were overt North Vietnamese 
efforts to organize and control Khmers Rouges rebels in 
outlying northeastern provinces. 

Sihanouk's inability to bridle the Vietnamese induced 
mounting dissatisfaction among his people. Lon Nol real- 
ized that Cambodia was unable to apply offensive force 
against the Communists but wanted Sihanouk to press 
them more firmly to reduce their activities. On March 11, 
1970, when Sihanouk was in France for a rest cure and 
vacation, a crowd of 10,000 students, Buddhist monks, and 
soldiers in civilian clothes, carrying anti-Communist ban- 
ners and placards, sacked the North Vietnamese and 
Vietcong embassies. Shortly thereafter Lon Nol's cabinet 
called the demonstrators “worthy of praise.” And in a 
terse one-sentence apology to the Vietnamese, the prime 
minister called the attacks "an expression of the real senti- 
ments of the Cambodian people exasperated by the per- 
sistence of violations, encroachments, and occupation of 
Cambodian territory.” 

In France Sihanouk expressed outrage that the pro- 
American Lon Nol had gone so far as to disturb his 
“modus vivendi” with the Communists. He blamed the 
riots on “persons seeking to destroy unequivocally Cam- 
bodia’s friendship with the socialist camp.” Sihanouk then 
arranged to visit Moscow and Peking in an effort to per- 
suade Russian and Chinese leaders to restrain the North 
Vietnamese from encroaching any further on Cambodian 
territory. Arriving in Moscow on March 13, he haughtily 
dismissed Lon Nol's emissaries who came to brief him on 
the deteriorating security of Cambodia. Sihanouk warned 
them that he would deal severely with those deputies, 
government officials, and military officers who dared op- 
pose his accommodation policy toward the Vietnamese 
Communists. 

The next several days proved disastrous for Sihanouk. 
The prince's brother-in-law, Oum Manorine, chief of 
Cambodia's ground defense, launched an unsuccessful 
military coup against Lon Nol's government. Manorine's 


move suggested to Lon Nol that Sihanouk was attempting 
to put him out of the way before his return. Compromise 
no longer seemed possible, and Lon Nol had no intention 
of accepting the kind of ruthless punishment Sihanouk had 
doled out in the past to others who had defied his will. So 
he transformed the investigation of Manorine's coup at- 
tempt and hearings in the National Assembly into a public 
indictment of Sihanouk, his family, and his policies. Lon 
Nol supporters delivered a litany of grievances against the 
prince: corruption, especially by his family, economic 
stagnation, political instability, and, most damaging of all, 
failure to deal with the growing North Vietnamese threat 
to Cambodia's survival. 

On March 18 Lon Nol, convinced that Sihanouk's ability 
to save Cambodia had been exhausted, asked the Na- 
tional Assembly to vote on the prince’s future as the na- 
tion's leader. The men of Sihanouk's Sangkum party filed 
past a table with three piles of paper. To pick up a white 
paper was a voie for Sihanouk, blue against him, and 
blue and white for abstention. By the time all the assembly 
members had walked by the table the entire pile of blue 
papers was gone. Sihanouk had been voted out of power 
ninety-two to zero. Sihanouk had once described his di- 
plomacy for guiding Cambodia safely through the haz- 






PA 
: 


"Ny 55197 
Nn 


Students at a demonstration in Phnom Penh on April 5, 1970, hold up an anti-Communist, anti-Sihanouk poster. The poster de- 
picts Sihanouk as the beast of the North Vietnamese inciting hostility between Cambodians and South Vietnamese, who stand 


on the other side of the “border” fence. 
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ards of confrontation in Southeast Asia: “I'll keep maneu- 
vering as long as I have cards in my hand. First a little to 
the left, then a little to the right. And when I have no more 
cards to play, I'll stop.” In March 1970, after fifteen years 
as Cambodia's chief of state, Prince Norodom Sihanouk 
had run out of cards. 

On March 18 Prince Sihanouk heard of his downfall 
from Soviet premier Aleksei Kosygin, who was driving him 
to the Moscow airport for his flight to Peking. The Rus- 
sians, offended as much as were the Americans by Siha- 
nouk's “erratic” behavior, were unsympathetic to his 
plight. American CIA reports had quoted Russian officials 
as having called Sihanouk “a blundering fool” and “a 
spoiled child” who would not be able to "finagle” them 
into pulling Hanoi off his back. Far from being dis- 
heartened by Soviet indifference, during his flight to 
Peking Sihanouk vowed to fight to regain leadership of 
Cambodia. “We would be condemned by history,” he de- 
clared, “if we permitted Cambodia to become not only a 
military dictatorship but once more a colony. All my life I 
have dreamed and fought for my country’s independence. 
I did not win it from France in order to abandon it now.” 

At Peking Chinese premier Chou En-lai gave Sihanouk 
a cordial reception. After conferring with North Vietnam- | 
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ese prime minister Pham Van Dong, who had flown se- 
cretly to Peking, and Chou En-lai, Sihanouk assumed 
leadership in absentia of a Communist front to be made 
up of the Khmers Rouges in Cambodia and backed by the 
North Vietnamese, the Vietcong, and the Laotian Com- 
munists, the Pathet Lao. Its mission was to “liberate” Cam- 
bodia from Lon Nol's right-wing government. 

Said Sihanouk later, "I had chosen not to be with either 
the Americans or the Communists, because I considered 
that there were two dangers, American imperialism and 
Asian communism. It was Lon Nol who obliged me to 
choose between them.” It was a fateful decision for the 
prince, for he had no way of knowing whether he would 
actually be Cambodia's "liberator" or just a front man for 
the Communists’ subjugation of his country. 

Despite his misgivings, in the last week of March, Siha- 
nouk officially pronounced the government in Phnom Penh 
“dissolved” and asserted he would soon organize an ad- 
ministration in exile. He also established the National 
United Front of Kampuchea (FUNK) “to liberate our 
motherland” and called Cambodians to arms "to engage 


| in guerrilla warfare in the jungles against our enemies.” 


Sihanouk may have expected his appeal to have an ex- 
plosive effect. It was in fact a dud. In cities like Phnom 
Penh the middle and upper classes, fed up with economic 
stagnation, felt no regrets about his removal. One well-to- 
do young man applauded the change: "We were bored 
with him and humiliated by him. His damn film shows and 
endless radio speeches in that singsong voice. If he tries to 
come back I hope they shoot him at the airport.” The 
army, loyal to Lon Nol in his forthright stand against the 
Communists, also read his pro-American leanings as a 
sign thai U.S. military aid, so sorely missed, would soon 
resume. 





Campaign of death 





In the countryside, the ground swell of peasant support 
Sihanouk had counted on never materialized. Although 
his rapport with peasants was genuine, it never evolved 
into a union capable of mass political action. Pro- 
Sihanouk riots did occur in border provinces where Viet- 
namese Communists had been broadcasting FUNK prop- 
aganda from loud-speakers on Jeeps and trucks, includ- 
ing recordings of Sihanouk’s speeches on Radio Peking. 
But the government easily suppressed them. Elsewhere, in 
the market town of Kompong Cham, peasants and fish- 
ermen resisted orders to pull down their large portraits of 
Sihanouk. In a grisly display of hatred for Lon Nol, a fren- 
zied mob killed his brother, Lon Nil. They tore out his liver, 
cooked it, and ate morsels of it. Afterward, the demonstra- 
tors marched on Phnom Penh. At an army roadblock, sol- 
diers fired at the peasants, killing one hundred before they 
dispersed. 

Most Cambodians, peasants and urban classes alike, 
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directed their anger not at Lon Nol but at the Vietnamese 
Communists. A government request for volunteers to bol- 
ster Cambodia's 30,000-man army received an over- 
whelming response. Within weeks, 70,000 volunteers, 
60,000 more than called for, enlisted in the army. This 
surge of nationalism against the Vietnamese presence 
also had an ugly side to it. In late March, the Vietnamese 
Communists had begun sending patrols further into Cam- 
bodia to ambush and harass Cambodian units that might 
dare approach their sanctuaries. “The Vietcong,” ob- 
served a Cambodian army officer, “want to extend their 
zone into Cambodia before the Cambodian army has a 
chance to bother them.” Cambodia's outmanned and out- 
gunned soldiers were ineffectual against them. Rumors 
spread of an impending Communist offensive to capture 
Phnom Penh itself. Frightened Cambodians succumbed to 
paranoia that triggered violence against the country’s 
nearly 400,000 ethnic Vietnamese, many of whom were 
suspected of being Communist agents, supporters, and 
saboteurs. In Phnom Penh and other towns, Cambodian 
mobs looted and destroyed Vietnamese shops and 
businesses. 

Lon Nol saw that he might use ethnic Vietnamese as 
hostages to prevent more Vietnamese Communist attacks 
on Cambodians. The government also capitalized on the 
Cambodian people’s hysteria to whip up support for ac- 
tion against the Communists. Government aircraft 
dropped leaflets on Phnom Penh recalling a historic mas- 
sacre “when the Khmers once rose up and killed all 
Annamese [Vietnamese] on Cambodian territory in one 
night.” A 6:00 p.m. to 6:00 a.m. curfew was imposed on the 
capital's 120,000 Vietnamese residents to preclude "sub- 
versive activities.” A government official there remarked, 
“We hate all Vietnamese.” 

Frustrated at being bullied by NVA and VC soldiers, 
Cambodia's army unleashed a reign of terror against its 
Vietnamese “hostages.” Across the country Cambodian 
soldiers rounded up Vietnamese into makeshift detention 
camps. Then the killing began. In the village of Prasaut 
near the South Vietnamese border, after a brief skirmish 
with a Communist unit on April 10, Cambodian troops 
went on a shooting spree in a warehouse jammed with 
terrified Vietnamese, half of them women and children. 
Ninety Vietnamese died. The next day at the town of 
Takeo, Cambodian soldiers fired into a group of Vietnam- 
ese huddled in a schoolhouse. The death count was over a 
hundred. “They shot and shot and shot,” said a weeping 
teen-aged survivor. 

On April 15, the bodies of 800 Vietnamese men came 
floating down the Mekong River past the ferry crossing at 
Neak Luong. The Cambodian army had arrested the men 
at their village of Chrui Changwar, tied their hands be- 
hind their backs, executed them, and tossed their bodies 
into the river. For days bloated bodies flowed slowly by 
the ferry, staining the water. The Associated Press re- 
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Lon Nol, Cambodia's new premier, shortly after he seized 
power in March 1970. 





ported, “The stench swept across the broad waters and 
ferry passengers gagged as the ferry churned through the 
bodies bobbing in the river.” Many uprooted Vietnamese 
sought relief and protection in Phnom Penh but all they got 
were overcrowded “refugee” camps. Others tried to cross 
over the border into South Vietnam. 

The South Vietnamese government excoriated Cam- 
bodia for the slaughter and internment of Vietnamese. On 
April 20 Saigon appealed to “all nations in the world and 
all international organizations . . . to prevent renewed 
massacres of Vietnamese.” The North Vietnamese and 
National Liberation Front also denounced Cambodia. As 
a precaution, Vietcong soldiers living in Cambodia began 
sending their accompanying families back to South Viet- 
nam. An American official noted, “The Vietcong feel their 
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families are safer in South Vietnam—the land of the 
enemy—than in Cambodia where they have been living.” 
Lon Nol defended his troops for whom, he said, "it was dif- 
ficult to distinguish between Vietnamese citizens who were 
Vietcong and those who were not. So it is quite normal 
that the reaction of Cambodian troops, who feel them- 
selves betrayed, is difficult to control.” 

While the Cambodian army hounded civilians, the NVA 
and VC consolidated their twenty-four-kilometer swath of 
border territory. Hem Heth Sana, province chief of Svay 
Rieng, informed Phnom Penh that for the first time Viet- 
namese Communists were attacking district towns and 
blocking roads. Their goal, Sana said, was “to isolate the 
province from the rest of Cambodia.” Similar assessments 
came from other border provinces. On March 27 a "siz- 
able” Communist force bloodied a Cambodian patrol 
near Prekchrieu, Kratie Province. A 3,000-man Communist 
unit occupied the town of Svayandong eight kilometers 
from the border in Prey Veng Province, surrounding a 
nearby Cambodian army post. Just weeks after the coup, 
one could hardly discern who were the hostages, the Viet- 
namese or the Cambodians. 


Cambodia reassessed 


In meeting the emergency facing his country, Lon Nol did 
not act like the warmonger Sihanouk's invective made him 
out to be. He showed no intention of stampeding Cam- 
bodians into the Vietnam War. Lon Nol's policies, like 
those of Sihanouk, went in many directions and he kept 
his options open. On March 19, he notified foreign govern- 
ments that Sihanouk’s departure would not alter Cam- 
bodia's policy of “independence, sovereignty, peace, strict 
neutrality and territorial neutrality." He also condemned 
“all violations of Cambodian territory by foreign forces, 
whatever camp they come from.” 

Lon Nol's maneuvering to avoid an irreversible con- 
frontation with the Communists availed him no more than 
it had Sihanouk. By mid-April, a peaceful solution seemed 
unattainable, and time was running out on a military one, 
Lon Nol's last resort. Lon Nol made a worldwide plea for 
arms to help Cambodia thwart “an escalation of system- 
atic acts of aggression” by the Communists. “The govern- 
ment” he advised his people, “has the duty to inform the 
nation that in view of the present situation, it finds it neces- 
sary to accept all unconditioned foreign aid, wherever it 
may come from, for the salvation of the nation.” From most 
countries Lon Nol would receive little. From the United 
States, he would get both less and more than he wanted. 

Sihanouk’s downfall had startled Washington as much 
as it had Peking and Hanoi. Winston Lord, at the time Kis- 
singer's special assistant on the National Security Council, 
recollects, “There was considerable surprise that Siha- 
nouk had been overthrown—he was generally seen as a 
force for stability—we had nothing to do with it.” Siha- 


nouk's postcoup haremgues charged otherwise, but his 
scathing accusations of CIA intrigue against him were un- 
founded. The prince could simply not believe that his own 
political and economic policies had been his undoing. 

Among Washington decision makers, initial surprise 
about the coup quickly gave way to intensive discussions 
of how the U.S. should respond to the change in Cam- 
bodia. There was “disagreement,” Winston Lord recalls, 
“among various advisers on whether you try to bring 
Sihanouk back or whether you throw some support to Lon 
Nol.” President Nixon almost immediately settled the issue 
in Lon Nol's favor. “From day one,” said Marshall Green, 
the assistant secretary of state for East Asian and Pacific 
Affairs and State's representative on the White House's 
crisis management group, “Nixon was insistent on build- 
ing up Lon Nol.” In a memo analyzing the probable 
amount of U.S. aid required to prop up Lon Nol, Green 
concluded, "Without massive U.S. support the government 
of Cambodia cannot rebuild its position.” But this was not 
1965. The president, even had he wished to, could not have 
the United States spring into the breach with a long-term 
commitment of money, arms, and troops, as in Vietnam, to 
save Cambodia from the Communists. His withdrawal 
policy, and the de-escalatory disposition of Congress and 
the public, militated against it. 

For the Nixon administration, therefore, “building up” 
Lon Nol was restricted to aid provided on a limited scale 
and short-term basis. Unknown to Congress, in April the 
White House, while publicly disclaiming involvement in 
Cambodia, ordered General Creighton Abrams in Saigon 
to ship all captured AK47 rifles to Phnom Penh. “I don't 
want to see any [AK47s] hanging on officers’ club walls,” 
Abrams told his subordinates. General William West- 
moreland now cabled Abrams “that we might consider 
delivering arms by sea to Vung Tau [in South Vietnam] 
and then by air to Phnom Penh. We would want delivery 
to be covert if possible." Also made available to Lon Nol 
were U.S.-trained ethnic Cambodian units in South Viet- 
nam. Despite all the secrecy, news of U.S. deliveries to Lon 
Nol leaked out. On April 22 the New York Times broke the 
story. The administration, however, reassured the Senate 
Foreign Relations Committee that the amount was min- 
imal and did not signal a trend toward increased political 
commitment. 

If its response to events in Cambodia confronted long- 
term political obstacles, the White House also detected a 
short-term military opportunity: the possibility of disabling 
the Communists’ sanctuaries along the Cambodian bor- 


| der. Nixon's approval of the Menu bombings in 1969 had 


demonstrated his willingness to take offensive measures 
against the sanctuaries of a sort that President Johnson 
had prohibited. Now that Sihanouk was gone conditions 
were ripe for stronger actions. The White House thought 
so. General Westmoreland has written that “following 
[the] overthrow of Prince Sihanouk in March 1970 and the 


emergence of the Lon Nol government in Cambodia, it 
was Henry Kissinger who raised the possibility of at last 
invading Cambodia to attack North Vietnamese sanc- 
tuaries.” The military in South Vietnam agreed. James 


Lowenstein and Richard Moose, Senate Foreign Relations | 


Committee investigators, reported in April 1970: "From our 
conversations in Saigon, it appeared to us that the United 
States and South Vietnam military regarded Sihanouk's 
fall as an opportunity to strike at enemy sanctuaries along 
the border ... many U.S. military officers in Vietnam used 
this very [phrase]." 





A new ball game 





President Nixon solicited proposals to deal with the sanc- 
tuaries from the Joint Chiefs in Washington and from 
MACV in Saigon. They presented him with several tactical 
options: quarantine of the Cambodian coast; South Viet- 
namese and American air strikes; expansion of hot pursuit 
by ARVN; and a ground invasion by ARVN, U.S. forces, or 
both. The unstable state of Cambodia imposed time limits 
on the president's decision making. The Communists were 
moving westward in Cambodia to enlarge their already 
bulging stretch of territory. A CIA intelligence summary in 
mid-April suggested to Nixon that the Communists might 
upend the Lon Nol government, thus making Cambodia 
enemy territory and outflanking South Vietnam. It also 


gloomily predicted “if the president doesn't act, a domino | 


is going to fall.” This dire forecast troubled Nixon, empha- 
sizing as it did the need for a timely response. “The only 


government in Cambodia in the last twenty-five years that | 
had the guts to take a pro-Western stand,” he asserted, | 


“is ready to fall.” The president therefore felt he had to 
act, first and quickly. Nixon wamted a decisive stroke, “a 
bold move.” The last option suggested by the Pentagon—a 
ground invasion—fit the bill. 

The Joint Chiefs began working on contingency plans. 
The prospective Cambodian sanctuary targets were lo- 
cated in areas the Americans had named the Parrot's 
Beak and the Fishhook. The Parrot's Beak is a sliver of 
land that protrudes into South Vietnam within fifty kilome- 
ters of Saigon. The area of heaviest enemy concentration 
was the Fishhook, a thin arc of Cambodian territory jut- 
ting into South Vietnam about ninety kilometers northwest 
of Saigon. There, American intelligence speculated, might 
be a precious target: COSVN, the Communists’ southern 


military headquarters and their logistical nerve center. An | 


American officer noted, "As long as they [the sanctuaries] 
remained off limits to allied forces it was as if a loaded 
and cocked pistol was being held to the head of South 
Vietnam.” 

From the beginning, possible U.S. military involvement 
in Cambodia, whether by ARVN or American forces, was 
a subject of heated debate in Washington. On March 3] 
Secretary of Defense Melvin Laird wrote to Secretary of 
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Springtime in 
Phnom Penh 


by Don Kirk 





Prince Norodom Sihanouk called his 
land an “oasis of peace” in the halcyon 
years before the war overflowed across 
the border from Vietnam atter his over- 
throw in March of 1970. In fact, even 
while the North Vietnamese were extend- 
ing their control of the countryside and 
encircling (Cambodia's capital city, 
Phnom Penh retained the graceful atmos- 
phere of French colonial charm and ease 
that seemed to drug all those who so- 
journed there. The broad avenues, the 
pleasant restaurants, the tree-shaded 
side streets running through rich residen- 
tial areas, the shops crowded with little 
silver animals and jade carvings—they 
were all there when I first visited in late 
1966 on my way to Angkor Wat, and they 
were still flourishing when 1 arrived dur- 
ing the turbulent spring of 1970. 

For all the horror stories about what 
was happening in Cambodia—the Com- 
munist attacks, the massacres of ethnic 
Vietnamese by the Cambodians, and the 
upheaval throughout the country—Phnom 
Penh was like a dream world for the for- 
eigners who trickled in while the United 
States sought to prop up the regime of 
General Lon Nol. The American mission, 
expelled by Sihanouk in 1965, quickly ex- 
panded in 1970 alter its return, and for- 
eign service officers moved into plush 
homes and apartments in the center of 
Phnom Penh. Along with arms and ad- 
vice, they dispensed liquor and good 
cheer—and delighted in showing off the 
latest American movies for carefully 
screened audiences of the local elite. 
Free-wheeling contractors arrived in 
pursuit of contracts to support the Ameri- 
can aid effort, and a fleet of decrepit air- 
craft piloted by globetrotting adventurers 
flew in and out of the Phnom Penh airport 


| amid intermittent shelling. They ferried 
' arms and other supplies for the Cam- 
| bodian forces at the behest of the U.S. 


government. Young men and women set 
up schools and classes to teach English to 
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the Cambodian upper crust, educated in 
French, and salesmen poured in with 
pitches for everything from the latest elec- 
tronic equipment to perfume and shaving 
cream. 

For the foreign correspondents, per- 
haps more than most of the others, Cam- 
bodia's entry into what was now an In- 
dochina war was both an opportunity— 
and a hazard. You could rent a room for 
the equivalent in riel—the Cambodian 
currency—ol $10 a day at the Hotel Royal, 
eat a leisurely breakfast of croissants and 
café filtre in the dining room beside the 
pool, and hire a chauffeured Mercedes- 
Benz for less than $20 a day, and roar 
down a paved road to get your story 
within an hour's drive. It didn't matter a 
great deal in which direction you chose to 
go. The seemingly placid peasants whis- 
pered stories of fearful encounters with a 
foe that threatened to destroy them. You 
could count on garrulous old crones to 
pass on rumors picked up from farmers 
and woodsmen falling back on the main 
roads and towns. 

Yet, danger always lurked around the 
next seemingly innocent bend in the road. 
Shortly after Sihanouk's fall, soldiers car- 
rying Chinese-made AK47 rifles stopped 
me as I drove southeast near the Vietnam 
border with two Canadian correspon- 
dents, Bill Cunningham and Maurice 
Embre. Their leader gave us some propa- 
ganda material and accepted our assur- 
ance that we were all Canadian—without 
forcing me to pull my U.S. passport from 
my pocket. In the ensuing weeks, twenty- 
seven journalists left Phnom Penh on sim- 
ilar expeditions, never to return alive. 

For those who stayed in the city the 
greatest danger was overindulgence in 
the nocturnal delights of a society accus- 
tomed for more than a century to catering 
to the whims of foreign interlopers, not to 
mention its own unabashedly corrupt 
leaders. Those who tired of the cuisine at 
the Royal or the Monorom, a distinctly 
second-ranked hotel, could dine in splen- 
dor at any of half a dozen first-class 
places. One of the favorites was La Tav- 
erne, reputed for the best in cheeses and 
pätes, swilled down with local Angkor or 
Bayon beer. The poshest restaurant was 
the Café de Paris, beside a verdant park 
near the Royal. There a rotund French 
Corsican manager ministered personally 
to the needs of his honored guesis. Then 


there was La Venise, with red-checked 
tablecloths and fine pastas along with all 
the wine you needed to wash it down. 

But your night had only begun. Al- 
ways, there were the women. They were 
in brothels on property owned by the 
Queen mother on the road leading east 
trom the city. They were on houseboats on 
the Tonle Sap. They were in hotels and 
restaurants, on the streets and in the bars. 
Among the most delectable were the Viet- 
namese who hung out at Le Grand Lac, 
named for the lake in Hanoi when the 
French ruled the region. They all fled 
during the general exodus of the Viet- 
namese minority that began soon atter 
the coup, but the numbers of Khmer 
women, available at prices ranging from 
the equivalent of fifty cents to several dol- 
lars, shot up as the war engulfed the 
country. Then, too, there were the pleas- 
ures of Mére Shum's opium den, in a 
ramshackle house in a residential neigh- 
borhood. Business was so good that one 
of her protégés, Chantal, opened a rival 
den. 

For those who weren't fighting and dy- 
ing, it was an absurdly easy life. The 
laconic gaiety of the capital shielded all 
who went there from the tragedy and suf- 
fering just a few miles away. The poor of 
the city shared in the mood. They too be- 
lieved in the “salvation” of American aid 
and bombing. The central market, in a 
great sprawling structure in the heart of 
the city, was stacked high with black 
market products from the great U.S. mili- 
tary post exchange system—all smuggled 
in from Vietnam. Sidewalk stalls over- 
flowed with everything from stereo sets to 
fountain pens marked “U.S. Govern- 
ment.” 

In that portentous spring and summer 
of 1970, Phnom Penh remained a fantasy 
land into which the sobering realities of 
the war around it barely intruded. 
Among most of the city’s residents the 
warnings of worse to come—the bomb- 
ings, the casualties, the refugees, and the 
sheer terror—went unheeded. Their hope 
was that the “good life” would continue 
as usual, that it couldn't happen here. 





Don Kirk covered the Vietnam War for the 
Chicago Tribune and the Washington 
Star, traveling to Cambodia for the Star. 
Currently, he is World Editor for USA 
Today. 
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State William Rogers, "We will be in a difficult position if 
Cambodia asks the U.S. government to become militarily 
involved in that country." Laird did advocate shallow pur- 
suit by ARVN, while Rogers became an outspoken oppo- 
nent of substantial border operations even by the South 
Vietnamese. At the State Department, Marshall Green 
cautioned, "It would be very risky to try to solve the North 
Vietnamese problem in Cambodia by force. I would con- 
sider our best action to be to wait on events." But in the ur- 
gent atmosphere of Cambodian deliberations, "to wait" 
was not what the president wanted to do. Nixon declared, 
"I want to make sure that Cambodia does not go down the 
drain without doing something. Everybody always comes 
to my office with suggestions on how to lose. No one ever 
comes in here with a suggestion on how to win." 

Action-oriented advisers, therefore, were the ones who 
caught the president's ear. At Honolulu on April 19 Nixon 
received a briefing from the CINCPAC, Admiral John D. 
McCain, ]r. McCain was renowned among journalists for 
his doom-laden sermons on the Communist threat to 
Southeast Ásia. They called him the "Big Red Arrow Man" 
because oí his maps, which had giant red arrows pointing 
southward from China. McCain unfurled a map oí Cam- 
bodia with his big red arrows, like giant claws grasping 
south and west toward Phnom Penh. He then proffered a 
plan for a major Cambodian incursion, including a 
strongly favored option for using American troops against 
the Fishhook. Nixon was impressed but noncommital. A 
White House aide termed McCain's briefing "one more in- 
put, not pivotal." 

The next day, President Nixon addressed the nation on 
the situation in Vietnam. His speech, "Progress Toward 
Peace in Vietnam," contained an announcement of a fur- 
ther troop withdrawal of 150,000 Americans. "We have 
now reached a point," he said, "where we can confidently 
move from a period of ‘cut and try’ to a longer range pro- 
gram for the replacement of Americans by South Vietnam- 
ese troops.” Cambodia was also on his mind. He re- 
minded “the leaders of North Vietnam that while we are 
taking these risks for peace, they will be taking grave 
risks should they attempt to use the occasion to jeopardize 
the security of our remaining forces in South Vietnam by 
increased military action in South Vietnam, in Cambodia, 
or in Laos. . . . I shall not hesitate to take strong and effec- 
tive measures to deal with that situation." 

Over the following two days it appeared to Nixon that 
the Communists were cunningly taunting him. On April 21, 
Le Duon, first secretary of the North Vietnamese Commu- 
nist party, announced from Moscow that Hanoi was con- 
sidering the formation of a "united front" in Indochina to 
oppose the United States. Communist actions in Cam- 
bodia seemed to underscore Hanoi's bellicose intentions. 
There were stepped-up assaults on towns during which 
the Communists seized the border town of Snuol, thirty kil- 
ometers from the tip of the Fishhook. President Nixon, ac- 


cording to Henry Kissinger, fell into an "increasingly agi- , 


tated frame of mind," and concluded that the moment for | 


direct allied intervention had come. 


On the evening of April 22, while presiding over a | 


lengthy National Security Council meeting, Nixon author- 


ized the planning of a South Vietnamese invasion of the | 
Parrot's Beak. "Giving the South Vietnamese am operation | 
of their own," the president reasoned, "would be a major | 


boost to their morale as well as provide a practical dem- 
onstration of the success of Vietnamization." Joint Chiefs 
Chairman General Earle Wheeler notified General 
Abrams that the South Vietnamese invasion was to begin 
on April 29. "Our objective," Wheeler said "is to make 
maximum use of ARVN assets so as to minimize U.S. in- 
volvement, and maintain lowest possible U.S. profile." The 
order to prepare for an incursion was welcomed in Sai- 
gon—by MACV, by the American embassy, and by the 
South Vietnamese government. Since arriving in Saigon 


General Abrams had been keen on slamming the sanc- | 


tuaries. He was "enthusiastic," he confided to an Ameri- 
can journalist, “about carefully timed and planned in- 
cursions to clean out the sanctuaries.” U.S. Ambassador 
Ellsworth Bunker was of a like mind: "I think we should 
have gone into the sanctuaries before we did, because 
having the sanctuaries gave the enemy the opportunity to 
raise or lower the level of combat at will. They could re- 
treat to the sanctuaries, reinforce, re-equip, come back 
and attack. And we couldn't do anything about it.” 


Winners and losers 





President Thieu had no reservations about an incursion to 
“drive the enemy out.” South Vietnamese troops had been 
rehearsing for it since late March. On March 27 and 28, an 
ARVN Ranger Battalion with air and artillery support had 


gone three kilometers into Kandal Province to destroy a | 


Communist base. Four days later ARVN troops went in 
sixteen kilometers. ARVN ventured its biggest cross-bor- 
der plunge on April 20. Two thousand troops hit the Par- 
rots Beak area, killing 144 of the enemy. A keyed-up 
ARVN officer told his U.S. adviser: "You Americans think 
the North Vietnamese are gods. You should give us the 
chance to fight as they do—on someone else's land. We 
would amaze you.” 

While the South Vietnamese prepared to assault the 
Parrot's Beak, Laird and Rogers sought to put strict limits 
on American support. But the president was not receptive 
to exhortations for restraint. He was wondering how much 
more—not how little-the U.S. could throw against the 
sanctuaries. Vice President Spiro Agnew, though little re- 
garded as a policy maker, supplied the rationale for 
“more.” Agnew, according to Kissingers memoirs, 
“thought the whole debate irrelevant. Either the sanc- 
tuaries were a danger or they were not. If it was worth 
cleaning them out, he did not understand all the pussyfoot- 
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The battle of Prey Veng in Cambodia in April 1970 pitted Cambodian and South Vietnamese soldiers against an entrenched 
VC force. Here, a group of Cambodian troops counterattack after having been ambushed. 
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South Vietnamese marines run for cover during the fighting near Prey Veng. 
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At the town of Saang twelve kilometers southeast of Phnom Penh, Cambodian troops 
fire at suspected VC positions on April 23. 


| ing about the American role or what we accomplished by 
| attacking only one. He favored an attack on both Fishhook 


and Parrot's Beak, including American forces.” The presi- 
dent, on April 22, authorized American air support for the 
Parrot's Beak "on the basis of demonstrated necessity." He 
did not commit himself to attacking the Fishhook. Kis- 
singer, however, had "no doubt that Agnew's intervention 
accelerated Nixon's ultimate decision to order an attack 
on all the sanctuaries and use American forces.” 

Again Rogers and Laird argued against involvement 
by Americans. On April 23 Rogers testified before the 
House Appropriations Subcommittee that the adminis- 
tration had "no intentions to escalate the war... . We rec- 
ognize that if we escalate and get involved in Cambodia 


| with our ground troops that our whole [Vietnamization] 
| program is defeated.” Laird told Nixon that "I didn't think 
| Americans should go over there [Cambodia]. I was 


against using American ground forces.” The president 
sought other counsel. On the morning of April 24 he sum- 
moned Admiral Thomas Moorer, who had just replaced 
General Earle Wheeler as chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staft, and Richard Helms, director of the CIA, to “discuss 
the feasibility of a combined U.S.—South Vietnamese oper- 
ation against Fishhook, in parallel with the Parrot's Beak 
operation.” Rogers and Laird were excluded from the 
discussion. 

Moorer and Helms “were both strongly in favor of an 
attack on the Fishhook sanctuary. They felt it would force 
the North Vietnamese to abandon their effort to . . . terror- 
ize Phnom Penh." The president's response was emphatic: 
"Ike lost Cuba but I won't lose Cambodia." Nixon author- 


| ized planning for the Fishhook but withheld a final de- 


cision. The White House called General Abrams, who 


| instructed Lieutenant. General Michael Davison, com- 
| manding general of II Field Force, to devise plans. 
Seventy-two hours later, Davison's Fishhook plans were 


submitted to the White House. When Kissinger asked his 
aide Larry Lynn to review them on April 26, Lynn said he 
was appalled by their “sloppiness.” General West- 
moreland thought them "very hastily thrown together.” 

The planning sulfered from the pressure of time and the 
desire of the White House for secrecy. The Cambodian 
monsoon was only two months away. After the news leak 
about the shipment of AK47s to Cambodia, Nixon had ex- 
ploded and demanded even more stringent secrecy. Thus, 
the Cambodian desk in Saigon was not consulted about 
the Fishhook plan nor the embassy in Phnom Penh nor 
even Lon Nol, who consistently opposed all foreign in- 
cursions and wanted only money and arms. Nevertheless, 
while receiving less from the U.S. in arms and dollars, he 
was about to get more than he requested in the form of un- 
wanted troops. 

On Saturday, April 25, Nixon was still ruminating. The 
probability of public and Congressional revulsion against 
the Fishhook attack made him hesitate. “I never had any 
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illusions about the shattering effect a decision to go into 
Cambodia would have on public opinion,” he wrote. “I 
recognized that it would mean personal and political ca- 
tastrophe for me and my administration.” That evening the 
president dined with his friend, Bebe Rebozo, and Henry 
Kissinger. Afterward, they viewed the president's favorite 
movie, Patton. Nixon, who admired its portrayal of the 
“blood and guts” tank commander, had seen it five times. 
Commented Kissinger, "When he was pressed to the wall, 
his romantic streak surfaced and he would see himself as 
a beleaguered military commander in the tradition of Pat- 
lon." The next night, April 26, Nixon ended his "agoniz- 
ing." "We would go for broke," he announced, “for the big 
play.... A joint ARVN-U.S. Force would go into the Fish- 
hook [on May 1st].” 


The time for action 


The president disregarded General Abrams's suggestion 
for a routine announcement from Saigon of the Fishhook 
invasion. Abrams and his staff envisioned the operation's 
objective as "getting into the enemy's system," not to en- 
gage and destroy the enemy itself. This would disrupt the 
enemy's supply lines, thereby decreasing his ability to op- 
erate offensively in South Vietnam and giving Vietnam- 
ization a little breathing room. “For the generals,” as one 
observer put it, “the Cambodian invasion wasn't an im- 
portant strategic event. Generals thought it was good tac- 
tics, nothing more.” 

For President Nixon the Cambodian invasion had a 
strategic, political, and even moral import that dwarfed 
“good tactics.” In the struggle between Communist and 
“Free World” nations, Nixon saw the Parrot's Beak and 
the Fishhook as crucial tests of both America's mettle and 
moral character and of his own as its leader. While he 
drafted his speech for delivery on April 30, it was this 
broader perspective that dominated his thoughts. On April 
29, news of the South Vietnamese Parrot's Beak attack 
came over the wire. Except for small revisions, Nixon fin- 
ished his speech at five the next morning. “Now that we 
have made the decision,” he said to Kissinger, "there must 
be no recrimination among us—not even if the whole thing 
goes wrong.” 

On Thursday, April 30, at 9:00 p.m., millions of Ameri- 
cans were flicking on televisions to watch their favorite 
programs. For Americans, the war seemed to be winding 
down. In the last week they had heard that another 
150,000 more troops were coming home. Now President 
Nixon appeared on the screen, speaking from the Oval 
Olfice at the White House. In front of a large map of Cam- 
bodia, he said, 


After final consultation with the National Security Council, Am- 
bassador Bunker, General Abrams, and my other advisers, I 
have concluded that the actions of the enemy in the last ten days 
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clearly endangers [sic] the lives of Americans who are in Viet- 
nam now and would constitute an unacceptable risk to those 
who will be there after withdrawal of another 150,000. To protect 
our men... and to guarantee the continued success of the with- 
drawal and Vietnamization programs, I have concluded that the 
time has come for action. 


"The enemy," he explained . .. “is concentrating his main 
forces in their sanctuaries . . . to launch massive attacks on 
our forces cmd those of South Vietnam.” The president em- 
phasized that America's policy “has been to scrupulously 
observe the neutrality of the Cambodian people [who] 
sent out a call to the United States . . . for assistance.” In 
addition to hitting the sanctuaries, the American attack on 
the Fishhook had the special objective of capturing “The 
headquarters for the entire Communist military operation 
in South Vietnam.” 

President Nixon denied any intentions of widening the 
war or making Cambodia “an active belligerent on one 
side or the other.” Yet he accentuated the wider strategic 
and political ramifications of his decision: breaking the 











Pointing to the Fishhook on a map, President Nixon describes the U.S. invasion of Cambodia on national television on April 30. 





deadlock at the peace talks, continuing the American 
withdrawal, and upholding the credibility of the president 
and even of the United States. “I would rather be a one- 
term president,” he stated, “than to be a two-term presi- 
dent at the cost of seeing America... accept the first 
defeat in its sound 190-years' history." The world, he re- 
minded his viewers, was watching America: 


It is not our power but our will and character that is being tested 
tonight. The question all Americans must ask and answer tonight 
is this: Does the richest and strongest nation in the history of the 
world have the character to meet a direct challenge by a group 
which rejects every effort to win a just peace. 


Prince Sihanouk had once described Cambodia as “the 
last haven of peace ... caught between the hammer and 
the anvil.” On April 30, 1970, the hammer was about to 
strike the anvil. 





Life at a 
Firebase 





The fire support base was one of the 
many innovations in the deployment of 
arms and men that accompanied Ameri- 
can search and destroy tactics in South 
Vietnam. For the U.S. troops assigned to a 
firebase—artillerymen, logistical per- 
sonnel, and clerical staff—it was home for 
part or all of their year-long tour in South 
Vietnam. Life there included some of the 
comforts of home: hot meals, cold drinks, 
radios, regular mail, a change of clothes, 
and maybe even a movie, as well as 


| bunkers or hootches to sleep in. But the 


fire support base was not by any means 
an oasis, insulated from the daily round of 
combat in the countryside around it. The 
depressing routine of outgoing artillery 
fire and incoming dead and wounded in- 


| fantrymen helicoptered from the field was 


sometimes interrupted by enemy mortar 
strikes, sapper attacks, and full-scale as- 
saults. Amid all this, men serving at a fire 
support base encountered another en- 
emy: the tedium of heat and humidity, 
dust and mud, loneliness and isolation. 
These photographs taken by Mark Jury in 
1970 provide a glimpse of what it was like 
for American soldiers stationed at fire 
support bases in South Vietnam. 


| Fire Support Base Fuller, the northernmost 


U.S. base in South Vietnam. Sitting atop a 
pile of rocks 600 meters high and less than 
40 meters at its widest point, FSB Fuller 
could be supplied only by air. 
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Above. A skeich of life 
at the fictional “Fire- 
base Bundy" from the 
Gary Trudeau comic 
strip, Doonesbury. 


Soldiers from the 6th 
Battalion, 33d Artil- 
lery, pose before a 


105mm howi 






all group 
of GIs stationed there 
became as close knit 


as a family 
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Right. An artilleryman 
at FSB Fuller reads a 
letter from home, 
January 1970. 
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A latrine at Fire 
Support Base Fuller 
in January 1970. 


Soldiers of the 6th Bat- 
talion, 33d Artillery, 
polish brass shell cas- 
s that they will 

fashion into souvenir 
ashtrays. Once each 
month one of the sol- 
diers would take all 
the finished ashtrays 
from FSB Fuller to 
Dong Ha to get them 
engraved. 





Chow time at FSB 
Wood, home of the 
5th Battalion, 7th 
Cavalry, Ist Air 
Cavalry Division, in 
April 1970. 
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To raise morale at FSB Wood after a fierce 
firefight in April 1970, the Ist Air Cav com- 
sent in the division band, 
th hot food, beer and soda, and 


newspapers and mail. 














Now tie Ted) uc War 
























Even as the president put the finishing touches to 
his speech, a joint American-South Vietnamese 
task force poised to lunge into the Fishhook. The 
operation mobilized 10,000 Americems— primarily 
the Ist Air Cavalry Division and 11th Armored 
Cavalry Regiment—and nearly 5,000 men from 
the Ist ARVN Armored Cavalry Regiment and 
the 3d ARVN Airborne Brigade. This made it the 
largest allied operation since Junction City in 
1967. The Fishhook attack plem entailed a pincer 
maneuver to trap elements of the 7th NVA Divi- 
. sion and a Vietcong unit operating there. The 3d 
ARVN Airborne was to be inserted into three 
landing zones north of the Fishhook to block 
enemy escape routes and then move south to link 
Mp with the American task force swinging north- 
— ward—the Ist Air Cav from the west and the 11th 


£ bases, fortifications, and supply caches. An- 


1er important objective was the town of Snuol, 


4 NOE 
x E: AS x 
i : x 
a A 
3 : v 
She = 








strategically located at the junction of Routes 7 and 13. 
Snuol served as the distribution point into South Vietnam 
for Communist supplies shipped through Sihanoukville. 
The operation commander was Brigadier General Robert 
Shoemaker, affectionately referred to by his men as 
“Handsome Bob.” 

Despite the official secrecy, American soldiers partici- 
pating in the incursion had seen Fishhook coming. Mark 
Pritchard, an aviation technician in the 1st Air Cav, recalls 
how at Quan Loi, headquarters for the operation, in late 
April “a plane flew in, and a bunch of generals got out— 
we don't usually get generals up in that area. | knew 


| something was up. . . . Every helicopter we had was being 


made ready ... hundreds more than I've ever seen in one 
place in my life.” 

“I figured we'd be going sooner or later," said another 
GI. “Guys were taking bets on it.” For Warrant Officer 
Geoffrey Boehm, a 1st Air Cav helicopter pilot, it was a 
chance to avenge fallen comrades: "We had lost many 
men in combat assaults near the Cambodian border while 
the gooks would go back into Cambodia, sit there and 
laugh at us so we were all together for going in.” For Scott 
Gauthier, a medic, the incursion “was going to make the 
war that much shorter.” 

Before dawn on May 1 the Fishhook invasion got under- 
way. After preparatory strikes by artillery and air, two 
columns of tanks and APCs of the 11th Armored Cavalry 
rumbled into Cambodia, followed by Sheridan reconnais- 
sance vehicles and M48 Patton tanks. An armada of heli- 
copters carried the troopers of the Ist Air Cav into battle. 
The pilots and men were both exhilarated and scared. Pi- 
lot Geoftrey Boehm remembers, “we were all hyped up 
and scared because flying over the border we faced 
enemy radar-controlled machine guns. Once they lock 
onto you it's like taking a fly out of the air with a fly swat- 
ter.” A senior U.S. officer told a reporter, “This Cambodian 
operation is pure blitzkrieg, like something from a World 
War II Panzer division's book of tactics." 

While they hoped to surprise the enemy, the invading 
troops expected a hard fight against large numbers of 
well-fortified enemy troops. "We were all a little appre- 
hensive at first" said Brigadier General Donn Starry, 
commander of the 11th Armored Cavalry Regiment. "We 
had reports of extensive bunker systems, antitank weap- 
ons, antiaircraft guns .. . we knew that there were two 
NVA regiments right astride the border in the area we 
had to go through.” Enemy resistance, however, turned 
out to be remarkably light. The enemy had anticipated the 
assault and had beat a hasty retreat westward away from 
the sanctuaries. "God only knows where they went after 








Preceding page. At a rubber plantation near the town of 
Snuol, seven kilometers inside the Cambodian border, smoke 
from a Communist rocket-propelled grenade rises in front of 
a tank from the U.S. 11th Armored Cavalry Regiment. 
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spotting all the tracks [armored personnel carriers] and 
tanks we brought up for this operation,” said an American 
officer. "I don't see how they could have missed all the 
commotion, and if I were them, I'd get lost.” Casualty sta- 
tistics for the first two days reflected the fact that the bulk 
of enemy troops, despite scattered contact with U.S. forces, 
had evaded the American encirclement. By May 3, MACV 
reported only 8 Americans killed and 32 wounded—a low 
number for such a large operation. Enemy losses were 476 
killed, of which 160 were victims of tactical air and heli- 
copter gunship attacks. 

Despite the light resistance, the American assault force 
did not breeze through the Fishhook. Besides danger from 
mines and booby traps, Americans endured delaying at- 
tacks by small enemy units. Units of the 11th Armored Cav 
took small-arms and rocket fire three kilometers inside 
Cambodia. In return, they blasted the enemy's position 
with machine guns and tank cannons, while tactical 
bombers pounded it from the air. When the smoke 
cleared, fifty dead Communists lay sprawled on the 
ground. This type of brief skirmish was typical of combat 
throughout the operation. Only on rare occasions, as at 
Snuol, would a sizable Communist unit be found en- 
trenched and unwilling to yield without a fight. 


Snuol 


Brigadier General Starry's armored cavalry was ordered 
on May 1 to proceed to Snuol, where a battalion or more 
of NVA regulars was reported to be dug in for a “big 
battle.” Starry began deploying his men around the town. 
As a column of his tanks traversed a nearby plantation, 
the NVA's guns began booming. NVA antiaircraft fire 
from an airstrip on Snuol's outskirts peppered American 
helicopters circling above the American tanks. Starry's 
column sped toward the airstrip. Said Starry, "We almost 
ran into a gun pit with our track during the attack on the 
airfield. The sergeant major, myself, and the crew dis- 
mounted, captured the gun and the people in the pit, and 
then they opened up on us from the town.” 

A grenade thrown from «another nearby bunker 
wounded Starry, and he was medevacked. Lieutenant 
Colonel Grail Brookshire assumed command. Brookshire 
sent a reconnaissance unit of armored assault vehicles 
and Sheridan reconnaissance vehicles into the southern 
portion of Snuol. He said to his men, “This is a reconnais- 
sance mission in force to find out what's in there and... to 
take the town without destroying it.” Brookshire added, 
“Now if you take heavy fire and look like you've got pre- 
pared positions, back ‘em out-shoot and back out.” As 
nearly one hundred armored vehicles entered Snuol, they 
met a hail of small-arms, automatic-weapons, and mortar 
fire. The Americans backed off and fired their cannons, 
volley after volley. Buildings crumbled or burned. After 
two days, incessant American bombardment, including 


napalm and rocket fire from jets screeching overhead, re- 
duced Snuol to rubble. 

During the previous night most of the enemy had 
slipped out. There was no way of ascertaining casualties, 
since the enemy had carried away all of its dead and 
wounded. A captured NVA antiaircraft machine gunner 
who was there said he was ordered to stand and fight off 
the tank force to the last. The only bodies in the streets 
were those of four dead civilians, a young girl among 
them. No Americans were killed but five were wounded. 
“We didn't want to blow this town away,” said Brookshire. 
“But it was a hub of North Vietnamese activity and we had 
no choice but to take it.” American troops used a new term 
after that engagement—"to snuol” meant to obliterate. 


The City 








On D-day for the Fishhook assault, Major General Elvy 
Roberts, commander of the Ist Air Cavalry Division, had 
been optimistic. “We think we have them in a bag,” he as- 
sured reporters. “In a day or two we'll reach inside the 
bag and see what we have.” After two days of sporadic 








contact, Roberts realized the bag would not contain many 
NVA and VC soldiers. But it did contain a large hoard of 
Communist supplies and materiel. From day one Ameri- 
can troops uncovered scattered enemy weapons and œm- 
munition caches. Along Route 7, a platoon from the 1st Air 
Cav found a stash of 2,000 rifles wrapped in plastic and 
packed in boxes. An American officer noted that this was 


a pittance compared to the amount of materiel that in- | 


telligence had indicated was stored throughout the Fish- 
hook: "Things are happening so fast around here that we 


just haven't had the time or the manpower available to go | 


in and clean all these caches out. We've gone in here so 
fast that we know we've passed a lot of stuff up." 


American search methods resembled those used in | 


Vietnam. Fire support bases were established throughout 
the Fishhook, each of them used as a center of operations 
by exploring infantry units supported by artillery. In Cam- 
bodia, however, the emphasis of search and destroy was 
on caches, not enemy troops. "We're not body counters on 
this operation," said Colonel Carter Clarke, commander 
of the 2d Brigade, Ist Air Cavalry. "We're cache 
counters.” Seeking out caches required aerial and ground 
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South Vietnamese forces remained in 
Cambodia after the June 30 withdrawal 
of U.S.troops. 


reconnaissance. "Pink teams," each consisting of a light 
observation helicopter-an LOH or "Loach"'-and an 
AH-1G Cobra gunship surveyed an area. The Loach 


| skimmed low over the jungle with the Cobra flying above 


it for fire protection. If the Loach spied a cache it radioed 
a firebase for a ground reconnaissance unit. If a ground 
recon unit had trouble reaching the site, round-the-clock 
artillery strikes hit the area to prevent the enemy from re- 


| moving the cache before it could be captured. 


While the 11th Armored Cavalry was leveling Snuol, a 
battalion of the 1st Air Cavalry, led by Lieutenant Colonel 
James Anderson, was set down on Highway 7 to prowl for 
caches reported to be in the area. Anderson sent Gls with 


| interpreters to question local Cambodian villagers about 
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Communist activity. "Shortly after," said Anderson, "they 
told us there was a large facility to the north about one kil- 
ometer. It turned out to be about three or four kilometers 
from where we landed and in dense jungle.” Anderson 
called in air force jets to carve away at the jungle cover. 
The Loaches then flew in low to look for clues. A sharp- 
eyed pilot, Warrant Officer James Cyrus, finally spotted it: 
“We didn't see anything at first. Then I spotted one hootch 
well camouflaged. Unless you were at tree-top level, it 
would be invisible.” 

Anderson dispatched a company to the sighting. Loach 
pilots guided it. Slashing through the thick jungle the com- 
pany reached the cache late that afternoon. This time 
there were many enemy troops on guard. But they seemed 


in no mood to fight. "That first night we set up ambushes,” 
recalls Anderson. "There was all kinds of movement—men 
just trying to get out of the area. I remember one case 
when an ambush on a trail caught five NVA, killing three. 
... Two ran into another ambush a little further up the trail 
and a fourth one was killed. A little further on, the last guy 
ran into another ambush and just said the hell with it and 
surrendered.” 

When Anderson's men started poking around the tan- 
gled thickets the next day, they traced the outlines of an 
elaborate camp. Concealed under three layers of jungle 
foliage was a trail connecting clumps of lean-to huts. Out- 
side these log huts, three-foot-deep trench lines led to 
bunkers. Further exploration down neatly laid out bamboo 
walkways and bicycle paths revealed that this was no or- 
dinary cache site. Following the street signs, crossing 
bridges, the soldiers uncovered truck repair facilities, a 
lumber yard, recreation halls, and even a swimming pool. 
More extensive searching over the next week unearthed 
182 separate stocks of weapons and ammunition, 18 mess 
halls, a firing range, a chicken and pig farm, and cav- 
ernous, log-covered bunkers. “This area is for the people 
who support the liberation of South Vietnam,” read a sign 
over one bunker. After counting at least 400 thatched huts, 
storage sheds, and bunkers, each packed with medical 
supplies, foodstuffs, and clothing, the soldiers dubbed the 
two-square-mile complex “The City.” In one hut were 480 
rifles, in another 120,000 rounds of ammunition. A de- 
lighted Anderson remarked, “We are just beginning to 
scratch the surface.” 


Rock Island East 


U.S. intelligence analysts at first thought The City was the 
largest base and supply complex along the Cambodian 
frontier. But a thorough search of another area showed 
them wrong. Some forty kilometers to the northeast a bat- 
talion of the 1st Air Cav, under Lieutenant Colonel Francis 
lanni, discovered an installation that made The City “look 
like a suburb,” according to one American. This cache 
also had numerous NVA defenders, and they were in a 
fighting temper. 

On the morning of May 6 lanni ordered Captain James 
Johnson's Company D down a jungle trail where helicop- 
ters had seen four trucks and thirty to forty NVA. As Com- 
pany D scouted the trail, the NVA ambushed it and 
pinned it down. "We hit them with everything we had,” 
said Lieutenant Timothy Holden, "[but] I had seven men 
killed and twenty wounded.” Finally, just before dusk, 
Johnson rallied his men to their feet for an assault against 
the enemy's position. Taken by surprise the NVA scat- 
tered, leaving Company D a splendid trophy: the biggest 
cache ever captured in the war. The soldiers named it 
“Rock Island East” after Rock Island Arsenal in Illinois. It 
contained more than 6.5 million rounds of antiaircratt am- 


munition, a half million rifle rounds, thousands of rockets, 
several GM trucks, and even telephone switchboards. 

While many caches could be spotted from the air, oth- 
ers were hidden so well it was difficult even for ground re- 
connaissance to find them. A U.S. commander explained: 
“North Vietnamese soldiers took extreme pains in hiding 
large quantities of supplies in heavily jungled areas. 
American troops in some cases have actually found 
caches only by stumbling over them. A 140-ton arms and 
ammunition depot, for example, was found when a soldier 
tripped over a piece of metal covered with dirt. The metal 
covered a hole, an entrance to a mammoth cavern.” 
Whether by detective work or sheer luck, American sol- 
diers uncovered caches of everything imaginable from So- 
viet and Chinese weapons to Japanese textiles to British 
shovels, even Porsche and Mercedes Benz automobiles. A 
GI said, “I thought that the North Vietnamese were hurt- 
ing until I saw all these supplies.” To Captain William 
Paris, "it was kind of like Christmas.” 

One trophy the Americans did not capture was the leg- 
endary COSVN. For years COSVN had conjured among 


Americans visions of an enemy Pentagon. It was difficult 


to conceive of such an important command and logistical | 


operation as anything but a large, fortified, stationary 
structure manned by military brass, intelligence units, and 
a variety of support personnel. President Nixon and other 
military and civilian officials conveyed this "Pentagon 
East” notion to the press and public. Newsweek, for in- 
stance, described COSVN as a “fortified, reinforced con- 
crete bunker with a staff of 2,300 organized into an 


elaborate series of bureaucratic sections.” Skeptics in the 


CIA and MACV repeatedly challenged this conception. 
An intelligence analyst, ridiculing the idea of a discrete, 
consolidated headquarters, described COSVN as “a kind 
of permanent floating crap game of Communist leaders,” 
a highly mobile, widely dispersed operation. 

On the eve of the incursion some MACV officers still 
thought they had pinpointed COSVN’s location in the 
Fishhook at the precise map coordinates “X-ray Tango 
Four Four Nine Six.” It was a false lead. Later, at The City, 
General Shoemaker affirmed “It [COSVN] is here, and 








we are in the heart of it." Neither bunkers nor documents | 


nor equipment could be found to prove it. Probing else- | 


where turned up no COSVN either. After weeks of track- 
ing the Communists’ elusive headquarters, an American 


intelligence analyst deadpanned, “We're still looking for | 


the guy in the COSVN T-shirt.” 





A race against time 





The magnitude of the booty bagged by Americans elated 


Washington. An inventory taken just two weeks into the 
operation listed 4,793 small arms; 730 mortars and other 
crew-served weapons; 3,254,963 rounds of rifle ammuni- 
tion; 7,285 rockets; 124 trucks; and 2,182,000 pounds of rice. 
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And the welter of other Communist depots promised to 
yield much more. President Nixon was ecstatic from the 
very first day's reports of the operation's success. On May 
1, at a Pentagon meeting, he made what he has described 
as an “uncharacteristic on-the-spot decision . . . to take 
out all of those sanctuaries.” "Make whatever plans are 
necessary,’ Nixon ordered the Pentagon, “and then just 
do it. Knock them all out so that they can't be used against 
us. Ever.” Soon American troops were opening up new 
fronts all along the Cambodian border. In the second 
week of May, units of the 25th Infantry Division invaded an 
area forty-eight kilometers southwest of the Fishhook 
| known as Dog's Head. To the north in the Se San region 
that same week, sixty kilometers west of Pleiku, two bri- 
gades of the U.S. 4th Division killed 184 enemy soldiers in 
eight days of contact. Fresh incursions gradually raised 
the American troop level in Cambodia to a peak of 30,000, 
| involving most of the major units stationed in the western 
provinces of South Vietnam—the 1st Air Cavalry, the 25th 
| Infantry, and the 9th Infantry divisions. 





| Cleaning up the caches 





| While expanding the Cambodian front, President Nixon 
stipulated that there should be no U.S. penetration on the 
| ground in Cambodia beyond thirty-five kilometers. This 
constraint angered American commanders. They worried 
| that the Communists, who had retreated westward, would 
| use the space beyond the limit to organize counterattacks. 
The president also imposed a deadline of June 30 for pull- 
| ing all U.S. forces out of Cambodia. This frustrated Ameri- 
can commanders even more than the thirty-five-kilometer 
limit. Field commanders charged with extracting thou- 
| sands of tons of Communist materiel needed either more 
| time or additional troops to do the job. They got neither. 
| Resigned to their deadline, American units began clean- 
ing out and devastating as much of the sanctuaries as 
possible. CIDG troops, Regional Forces, and special 
stevedore companies were brought in to assist in shipping 
Communist supplies back to South Vietnam. A steady 
stream of ground vehicles moved in and out of Cambodia. 
Company B of the 20th Engineer Brigade's 588th Battalion, 
79th Engineer Group, kept Highway 4, one of two major 
routes into Cambodia, clear of obstructions. Bulldozers cut 
more than twenty kilometers of jungle trail and cleared al- 
| most 2,000 acres of jungle, including landing zones for the 
nonstop helicopter traffic flying captured materiel to South 
Vietnam. In two months, division support command for the 
Ist Air Cavalry alone had flown out by helicopter the 
highest tonnage in the unit's history, over 24,933 tons in 
6,436 sorties. 

What could not be transported had to be destroyed. The 
engineers, besides bulldozing thousands of reinforced 
bunkers, performed extensive demolitions operations. 
Here, too, time could be a crucial factor. Helicopter pilot 


168 


Geoffrey Boehm remembers working with an eleven-man 
demolitions team on a huge cache: “We had two ships to 
pull the demolitions team out after they set all the dyna- 
mite to blow it up. Because it had a weak engine, the first 
ship only picked up four men, leaving seven for me. There 
was no way I could pull seven out. The detonation had al- 
ready been timed, so I couldn't just take out five and leave 
two.” Boehm chose to wait for the other helicopter to drop 
off its four men and return, then both helicopters went in 
“to pick up the remaining members of the demolitions 
crew. We made it by four minutes. We finally got some al- 
titude when the whole thing blew up like an atom bomb.” 

For American combat troops-turned-stevedores the 
task of emptying the sanctuaries was backbreaking. After 
the first discovery of major caches, American soldiers had 
exulted and, amid an almost festival atmosphere, con- 
ducted souvenir hunts and swapped prizes. “When they 
fight and find it,” observed a colonel, "it's rightfully theirs. 
It’s morale boosting.” At The City a brisk souvenir trade 
developed among soldiers, helicopter pilots, and truck 
drivers: a case of beer for a Soviet rifle. A news corre- 
spondent wrote that it was not long before The City had “a 
surplus of beer.” The Americans joked about invading at 
last the long forbidden sanctuaries. One grunt remarked 
to his sergeant, "I am not supposed to be here sarge, I for- 
got my passport.” Another inscribed on the brim of his 
boonie hat, “Ohio, Vietnam, Cambodia.” 

After their euphoria wore off, the soldiers faced the 
drudgery of packing and loading in the stifling heat. At 
The City beneath a makeshift sign reading “Your tax dol- 
lars at work,” soldiers labored daily until dark. “Here 
these guys were gripin' every five minutes about wantin’ 
to get out of Vietnam," said Sergeant Lee Broome. "Now 
we're in Cambodia and they’re gripin’ every five minutes 
about wantin’ to get back to Vietnam.” One weary GI con- 
soled himself by pointing out that, while "they're just like 
the same bunkers we've been finding for months [in Viet- 
nam], over here they're full of equipment." 

The soldiers could be thankful for one other thing. The 
enemy's abemdonment of the sanctuaries had held combat— 
and therefore casualties-to a minimum. Yet, though re- 
lieved of battlefield pressure, the toiling soldiers worried 
about security at night. American perimeter security and 
night ambushes aside, it was eerie after dark amid the 
sprawling enemy installations. Soldiers had the nagging 
feeling that at any moment the enemy would pop out of 
bunkers, huts, or tunnels in ambush. A 1st Air Cavalry 
trooper complained, “There are too many gooks in Cam- 
bodia. I just didn't feel right there; it gave me a kind of 
spooky feeling, especially since we found all that stuff in 
the caches. They'll be coming back to find out what's left 
and they'll be coming in mad!” 

Throughout the Cambodian incursion the performance 
of U.S. forces in the Fishhook grabbed most of the head- 


lines in American newspapers. The Parrot's Beak in- 


"The City.” Troops | 
from the 1st Air Cav 
haul away some of 
the thousands of 
weapons captured 

at the huge enemy 
cache using carts 
and bamboo side- 
walks constructed 

by the enemy. 


Soldiers of the Ist 
Air Cav examine a 
few of the 165 crates 
of 51mm and 57MM 
recoilless rifle am- 
munition found in 
this bunker at The 
City. 














A soldier from the 11th Armored Cavalry Regiment holds up his “trophy” of the U.S. invasion into the Fishhook, a Cambodian 


| flag. 








vasion, which except for about one hundred U.S. advisers 
was a South Vietnamese show, attracted much less media 
| attention. Official eyes in Washington and Saigon, how- 
| ever, were closely monitoring the South Vietnamese. They 
had their orders from President Nixon: “bite off” the Par- 
rot's Beak. 
| The assault into the Parrot’s Beak on April 29 marked 
the first major incursion into Cambodia. The tactics were 
designed to envelop the Parrot's Beak and the adjacent 
Angel's Wing area, which knifes into South Vietnam and 
had served as a principal enemy staging area for the 1968 
Tet offensive. The 8,700-man ARVN assault force was 
formed from many of South Vietnam’s finest units includ- 
ing two armored cavalry squadrons from III Corps and 
two from the 25th and Sth Infantry divisions, an infantry 
regiment from the 25th Infantry Division, and four Ranger 
Battalions of the 2d Ranger Group. Crossing into the Par- 
rot's Beak from III Corps and from IV Corps, the ARVN 
task force had three objectives in the Parrot's Beak: to en- 
jage in battle the estimated 10,000 to 20,000 enemy troops 
perating there; to search and destroy base facilities and 


caches; and to sweep and clear Highway 1 and the Me- 
kong River, the main land and water routes between 
Phnom Penh and South Vietnam. 

Lieutenant General Do Cao Tri, commanding general 
of II] Corps, commanded the ARVN invasion force. Tri cut 
a dashing figure in camouflage suit, a black-starred cap 
and sunglasses, and a shiny snub-nosed Smith and Wes- 
son .38-caliber revolver in a glossy leather shoulder hol- 
ster. Rarely without his pipe and swagger stick, Tri fan- 
cied himself immune to death on the battlefield. American 
officers liked the brash, aggressive style that made him so 
capable a combat leader and a symbol of ARVN's new 
spirit. “Before, if the enemy is in South Vietnam, we de- 
stroyed them,” General Tri said. “Now, if they are in Cam- 
bodian territory, we strike them also,” he added. His élan 
affected his officers too. When told of their Parrot's Beak 
assignment, an ARVN general remarked, “I could see the 
delight in their eyes.” 

When Tri's task force swooped down by helicopter and 
columns of ARVN tanks and armored cars tore into the 
Parrot's Beak, they found enemy troops waiting for them. 















A column of the Ist 
Squadron, 11th Ar- 
mored Cavalry Di- 
vision, rumbles 
back toward South 
Vietnam past a sign 
posted by the 588th 
Engineering Battal- 
ion at the beginning 
of the incursion. 











During their first two days in Cambodia, the ARVN units 
had several sharp encounters with Communist troops en- 
trenched in bunkers. The enemy had foreseen the attack 
| and conducted a stubborn delaying action. After Tri's 
tanks had rolled within forty-five meters of a VC bunker 
complex, his troops, according to the general, engaged in 
“one of the most exciting battles I have ever seen. Our 
men fought the Communists in hand-to-hand combat, us- 
ing rifles, knives, and bayonets. When it was over, we had 
killed more than fifty of the enemy, while we suffered only 
five wounded.” 





Despite its opening flurry of stiff combat, the operation 
soon became a replay of the Fishhook. The mass of enemy 
troops had been evacuated only two days after the oper- 
ation began. Of the 375 enemy deaths by May 1, 300 of 
| them were from tactical air strikes. ARVN casualties were 
| put at 30 killed and 70 wounded. Against generally soft 

resistance, ARVN met its first objective swiftly, advancing 
| west toward the provincial capital of Svay Rieng and 
| opening Highway 1. Directed by U.S. advisers, U.S. artil- 
| lery firing from inside South Vietnam and fire from Ameri- 
| can helicopter gunships patrolling overhead enabled the 
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South Vietnamese to occupy speedily the lower half of 
Parrot's Beak. 

Soon after its initiation, the operation settled into a 
search and destroy mode. ARVN units forayed into forti- 
fied enemy bases and caches. An additional 4,300 ARVN 
troops of the 9th Infantry Division, five armored cavalry 
squadrons, and one Ranger group arrived to assist them. 
Although their cache and base finds did not rival those 
found in the Fishhook, ARVN troops claimed an impres- 
sive tally of supplies and equipment. At Ba Thu, fifty kilo- 
meters west of Saigon, ARVN troops seized the center for 
outfitting and retraining NVA/VC units. The base complex 
covered ten square kilometers with hundreds of houses 
and bunkers connected by dozens of roads. There were 
numerous cafés, shops, and refreshment stands to serve 
enemy troops. An astonished American officer who flew 
over Ba Thu likened it to the U.S. Army headquarters base 
at Long Binh in South Vietnam. 

As ARVN troops razed enemy houses, bunkers, and 
warehouses, they savored one of the sweetest victories in 
their now-twenty-year-old war. The Communisis, as one 
American put it, “had bugged out.“ A smiling General Tri, 





Near the town of 
Svay Rieng in the 
Parrot's Beak, a 
South Vietnamese 
troop column (cen- 
ter) heads past a 
U.S. heavy artillery 
emplacement, 


South Vietnamese 
lieutenant general 
Do Cao Tri, the 
“Patton of Parrot's 
Beak,” confers with 
South Vietnamese 
officers and two 
American advisers 
at the town of Kom- 
pong Chak in the 
Parrot's Beak. 


| praised by Time magazine as the "Patton of Parrot's 

| Beak,” told an American journalist the operation was "go- 
ing very well.” And “if the VC get too close,” he threat- 
ened, waving his swagger stick, “I use my stick on them.” 
Tris men were also triumphant and lighthearted as they 
freely plundered the enemy's stores of goods. Men of the 
10th ARVN Armored Cavalry Regiment decked them- 
selves in baby-blue hats lifted from a cache along with 
several tons of rice and medicine. They strutted about 
mocking the Vietcong. Others gleetully loaded their trucks 
and tanks with formerly “Communist” chickens, motor- 
bikes, and bicycles. 

Nevertheless South Vietnamese soldiers experienced 
some somber, even anguished moments. At the little town 
of Prasaut they found themselves in the place where on 
April 10 Cambodian soldiers had murdered ninety Viet- 
namese civilians. The soldiers gathered in the center of 
Prasaut. No Cambodian voices could be heard. Not even 
an animal moved about. "Where were they killed? I would 
like to see the place,” asked a distraught ARVN soldier. 
Some soldiers viewed the scene in a nearby field with 
mournful respect for their fellow Vietnamese. “I am proud 
to be here,” murmured one. Others expressed hatred for 
Cambodians. A few swore revenge. “Now is the time for 
the killers to pay in blood,” an angry soldier scrawled on 
the walls of a shattered store. This scene was repeated in 
other towns where Cainbodian soldiers had earlier mis- 

1 treated or killed ethnic Vietnamese civilians or sent them 
| to internment camps along the Mekong. 


Revenge could not help Vietnamese already killed by 
Cambodian persecution, but there were those tens of thou- 
sands of Vietnamese living in Cambodia who could now 
be evacuated to safety. Previously Saigon had been 
unable to do anything but protest the mistreatment of its 
| compatriots. Now, with his task force in Cambodia, Presi- 
| dent Thieu arranged with Cambodia's Lon Nol to repatri- 
ate as many Vietnamese as were willing to leave. On May 
8 a South Vietnamese rescue flotilla of one hundred ves- 
| sels sailed up the Mekong to Phnom Penh. There and at 
| other pickup points on the river they intended to take on 
board as many refugees as possible. In addition to its hu- 
manitarian aspect, the operation was to clear the upper 
Mekong of Communist troops and to retake a ferry cross- 
ing at Neak Luong the Communists had overrun on May 3. 
Accompanying the flotilla were 3,200 South Vietnamese 
sailors and marines and thirty U.S. riverine patrol boats in 
support. 

The mission encountered little resistance. At various 
points South Vietnamese Marines landed to sweep the 
banks. In a combined assault with a brigade of Cam- 
‚dians, the town of Neak Luong, from which NVA troops 
easily occupied. Meanwhile tattered hordes of 
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Vietnamese, clinging to what few belongings they could 
carry, anxiously awaited the boats. The Vietnamese farm- 
ers and fishermen of Lo Gach, for example, stood on a 
muddy Mekong beach, their wives wailing in sorrow to 
have to leave their village. At Phnom Penh, over 50,000 
Vietnamese, crammed in "regroupment" camps, sought 
passage on the flotilla. Mostly craftsmen and shopkeepers, 
they were forbidden by the Cambodian government to sell 
their homes or cars, which were seized for distribution to 
“needy and deserving Cambodian families.” Those Viet- 
namese who preferred not to repatriate were forcibly ex- 
pelled by the Cambodians. Cambodian soldiers gave 
Vietnamese residents at the town of Miche only two hours 
to pack. 

When the flotilla reached Phnom Penh on May 1l, 
every vessel quickly filled with refugees. The Vung Tau 
and her sister ship, the Cam Ranh, carried 1,700 apiece. 
South Vietnamese officers were fearful that Communist 
soldiers would fire upon the overcrowded vessels. "If fight- 
ing starts, we'll have to shoot back,” fretted an officer. 
“Heaven help the people on the deck. One rocket and 
we'll have a hundred people lying dead. . . .” Once, at the 
halfway mark of the return journey, the Vung Tau 
sounded general quarters. Sailors rushed to their guns, 
pointing them toward enemy troops sighted on shore. But 
the enemy did not shoot, and the flotilla safely reached 
Saigon. A South Vietnamese sailor commented, “This is a 
tragedy for all Vietnamese. Even the Vietcong must be 
thinking this is about the saddest thing that has happened 
to our nation, even after twenty years of war.” 

Ironically, after rescuing Vietnamese irom the Cam- 
bodians, the South Vietnamese were asked by Phnom 
Penh to rescue Cambodians from the Vietnamese Com- 
munists. The NVA had surrounded Kompong Cham, a 
market town 70 kilometers northwest of Phnom Penh and 
the site of the Cambodian Military Region I headquarters. 
Cambodian troops alone were unable to reinforce or re- 
lieve Kompong Cham's 1,000-man garrison. South Viet- 
nam's General Tri took on the job. On May 23 his column 
of 10,000 ARVN troops with tanks and APCs roared west 
on Route 7 and southwest on Route 15 to Kompong Cham. 
Their first obstacle was the Chup rubber plantation south- 
west of the city. According to intelligence, a Vietcong regi- 
ment had been occupying the 180-square-kilometer plan- 
tation as a base. Anticipating a battle, Tri asserted, "This 
is a hunting game between my forces and the Commu- 
nists. If the Communists stand and fight, we will destroy 
them.” 

Preparatory air strikes left the Chup plantation in 
flames. When Tri's column moved in on May 24, there was 
no VC resistance. The familiar pattern of Communist eva- 
sion continued. General Tri informed Chup's French man- 
agers he would have to confiscate all materials the enemy 
might subsequently find useful. The indiscriminate con- 
fiscation by ARVN soldiers verged on looting. They 
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stripped air conditioners, refrigerators, and personal pos- 
sessions from the plantation houses, then moved on. Two 
days later the ARVN lifted the siege of Kompong Cham, 
having killed ninety-eight of the enemy. 

The Communists menaced other strategic Cambodian 
cities. On June 13 they overran Kompong Speu. Along 
Highway 4 southwest of Phnom Penh, Kompong Speu 
overlooked the only route from the capital to Sihanouk- 
ville. All of Cambodia's petroleum came through the port, 
so the loss of Kompong Speu would enable the Lon Nol re- 
gime’s Communist opponents to squeeze dry Phnom 
Penh's fuel supply. 

Lon Nol asked the ARVN forces to reclaim Kompong 
Speu. A 4,000-man ARVN tank force sped to the aid of 
2,000 Cambodian assault troops. This time it looked as if 
the Communists would be encircled and trapped, but 
when the allies drove into the city, they found it deserted. 
The enemy forces had wriggled free to the south. Again 
denied their prey, South Vietnamese troops fell to van- 
dalizing and looting shops. They shot off locks, stealing 
whatever they could from flashlights to sewing machines. 
Some even forced civilians at gunpoint to empty their 
pockets and hand over jewelry and watches. The ARVN 
commander Tran Ba Di later compelled his troops to re- 
store much of what they had stolen. 

These were but the highlights of ARVN's varied mobile 
operations in Cambodia during May and June. South Viet- 
namese forces there had swollen to more than 48,000. 
Their offensive kept the Communists off balance and 
forced them out of their sanctuaries. A few small Com- 
munist units did filter back into the Parrot's Beak, but their 
harassment attacks did not interfere with ARVN's search 
and destruction of the sanctuaries. Instead, drenching 
monsoon rains caused the winding down of the ARVN of- 
fensive in mid-June. President Thieu in May had affirmed 
his forces would not be bound by the June 30 deadline 
Washington had imposed on American forces. "We have 
no deadline, no limits, when there is a target we will strike 
it." For now, as General Tri stated, “the North Vietnamese 
are going to have a hell of a time” trying to recover from 
the damage inflicted on their sanctuaries. 

The Americans, who because of President Nixon's 
thirty-five-kilometer limit could not penetrate as deeply as 
the ARVN, spent much of May and June clearing border 
sanctuaries. In mid-May the enemy had made some pre- 
tense of counterattack. At Firebase Brown in the northern 
Fishhook, NVA troops launched a night attack with a 
large-scale charge. The Americans killed fifty-two of 
them, many at close range. Other firebases reported sim- 
ilar incidents. “For weeks, we really had them going,” an 
American observed. "But now it looks like the units we 
haven't messed with are beginning to pull themselves to- 
gether. There's going to be more fighting, you can bet on 
that.” But the monsoon rains brought offensive activity by 
both sides to a standstill in early June. On June 28 the last 
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American armored vehicles churned down the Fishhook's 
muddy roads toward South Vietnam. The U.S. bid farewell 
with a hammering air and artillery strike against the 
enemy's sanctuaries. 


Mixed results 


The incursion by 30,000 American and 48,000 ARVN troops 
was a highly successful maneuver. Using the usual means 
of measurement—enemy casualties and captured mate- 
rial—U.S. officials estimated the results were ten times 


greater than the preceding twelve months of operations in | 
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| Vietnam itself. The allies captured enemy ammunition—15 





million rounds and 143,000 rockets—that could have sup- 
plied all NVA and VC in II, II, and IV Corps for more 
than ten months. The other statistics were equally spec- 
tacular: 14 million pounds of rice, enough to feed all 
enemy combat battalions in South Vietnam for four 
months; 22,892 individual weapons, sufficient to equip 
seventy-four NVA infantry battalions; 435 vehicles and 
11,700 bunkers destroyed; and 199,552 antiaircraft rounds, 
5,487 mines, and 62,000 grenades. Although the enemy for 
the most part had retreated, the allies still claimed 11,349 
Communists killed. The CIA, however, called the body 
count "highly suspect." "Many of the alleged casualties," 
it stated, "were the result of air and artillery strikes, [mak- 
ing] a precise body count so difficult [and resulting] in ci- 
vilian and non-combatants . . . being included in the loss 
figure." 

The failure to find COSVN was something of am embar- 
rassment for the Americans. It was President Nixon, not 
the military, who designated COSVN as a key objective of 
the Cambodian incursion. Defense Secretary Laird re- 
calls, “Right up to the time he gave that speech I was 
pleading to have that out because COSVN was never a 
single headquarters . . . . So again the American people 
were misled by not having a real understanding of what it 
was about. But the speech was made and COSVN was 


| listed as a major military target.” 
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If the Parrot's Beak was a test of the feasibility of Amer- 
ica's Vietnamization policy, the ARVN's aggressive mobil- 
ity and thorough searching was an encouraging sign. 
Looting at the Chup plantation and Kompong Speu, how- 
ever, did somewhat mar their record. 

The political controversy generated at home and 
abroad by the Cambodian incursion quickly over- 
shadowed its impressive military results. The day alter 
President Nixon's televised announcement of the invasion 
on April 30, public protests disrupted colleges throughout 
the country. In Schenectady, New York, Union College stu- 
dents burned Richard Nixon in effigy, then blocked down- 
town traffic. One thousand University of Cincinnati stu- 
dents marched downtown and staged a ninety-minute 
demonstration. Similar outbursts occurred at colleges in 
Georgia, Wisconsin, Texas, California, and almost every 
other state. At President Nixon's alma mater, Whittier Col- 
lege, at least a third of the student body denounced him. 
Before May was over, 57 percent of the country's 1,350 
campuses experienced strikes against classes and pro- 
tests involving 4.5 million students. 

Nixon's resumption of the bombing of North Vietnam, 
simultaneous with the Fishhook operation, appeared to 
contirm for critics a pattern of escalation, perhaps even an 
attempt to win a military victory the president had repeat- 
edly foresworn. Republican Senator George Aiken of Ver- 
mont said he "did not think the president would do [it]." 
Democratic Senator Lee Metcalf of Montana declared, 
"Nixon has made it his war." After the bombing of North 
Vietnam, Senate Majority Leader Mike Mansfield asserted 
that "there is without question a step-up in the fighting, 
which means in plain English, an escalation of the war." 





Tragedy at Kent State 





May 1 was Derby Day at the sprawling, modern campus 
of Ohio's Kent State University. For the 21,000 students 
there the annual observance was one of the highlights of 
springtime. Members of the universitys many fraternities 
traditionally walked about campus wearing derbies, chal- 
lenging sorority girls to chase and catch them. The girls’ 
reward for their efforts was a kiss. 

This Derby Day was unlike any before. Although frater- 
nity men were out in their derbies, the atmosphere at Kent 
State was tense, anxious. Most students were caught up in 
the controversy generated by the U.S. Cambodian in- 
vasion and the demonstrations being organized to protest 
it. Until now Kent State had been described as an apa- 
thetic, basically conservative campus. Its student body 
had generally remained aloof from the antiwar dissent 
that had disrupted so many college campuses in the 1960s. 
Events ol the first week of May 1970, however, were trans- 
forming Kent State's formerly placid campus into a tragic 
symbol of the nationwide rebellion against the Nixon ad- 
ministration and its handling of the war in Southeast Asia. 





On Derby Day 300 students held a rally at noon to con- 
demn the invasion and decided to organize a larger dem- 
onstration for the following Monday. Their hope for plan- 
ning orderly, peaceful demonstrations ended over the 
weekend when a series of spontaneous riots broke out. 
Rampaging students tossed bottles and smashed windows 
in downtown Kent, then scuffled with police. The police 
quickly dispersed them with tear gas, but Kent city author- 
ities and university administrators braced for further out- 
breaks of violence. 

On Saturday night the university's ROTC facility was 
torched with the apparent approval of a large crowd that 
gathered to watch the fire and deliberately hampered fire 
fighters trying to extinguish it. Ohio's governor James 
Rhodes immediately dispatched National Guard troops to 
protect the fire fighters and confine the students to cam- 
pus. Enraged by the students’ wanton destruction, he also 
declared martial law. Rhodes decried Kent State’s protest- 
ers as “worse than the Brown Shirts and the Communist 
element and also the night-riders and the vigilantes. 
They're the worst type that we harbor in America.” 

On Monday morning calm seemed to settle over the 
campus, even though an antiwar rally was planned for 


A Kent State student hurls a tear gas canister back toward National Guardsmen on May 4, 1970. 


- 
e 
e A 





noon in defiance of the ban on student assemblies. Kent 
State administrators were relieved as students returned to 
classes and resumed normal activities. The sun shone 
brightly as the 900 tired National Guardsmen rested in the 
shade of tall oak and maple trees. At noon, about 1,000 
students assembled on the commons, as planned. Another 
2,000 students ringed the nearby sidewalks and buildings 
to observe them. When warned he was violating the mar- 
tial law, a student replied, "We just couldn't believe they 
could tell us to leave. This is our campus." 

The National Guard reacted quickly. From their stag- 
ing area near the gutted ROTC building, officers in Jeeps 
approached the commons, ordering the students to "evac- 


uate the commons area. You have no right to assemble." | 


But the students refused and shouted back, "Pigs off cam- 
pus! We don't want your war." Then, armed with loaded 
M1 rifles, .45-caliber pistols, and machine guns, detach- 
ments of guardsmen advanced toward the crowd. Jeering 
students hurled rocks and chunks of concrete at them. Af- 


ter the guardsmen fired a couple of rounds of tear gas into | 


the crowd, some students fled toward Johnson Hall, a 











men's dormitory, and others to an area between Johnson | 


Hall and Taylor Hall, the school's architecture building. 
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A detachment of about one hundred guardsmen from 
the 107th Armored Cavalry and the 145th Infantry Regi- 
ment pursued the students to the grounds between John- 
| son and Taylor halls. The detachment soon found itself 

backed against a chain-link fence and flanked by rock- 
| throwing students cheered on by spectators. After ex- 
| hausting their supply of tear gas against the students, 
these guardsmen retreated slowly up a hill toward Taylor 
Hall, most of them walking backward to face their pur- 
suers. "Hot, angry, and disgusted at having been pinned 
against the fence,” some of the beleaguered guardsmen 
knelt and aimed their rifles at students following them up 
the hill. A few moments later, one guardsman fired, then 
sixteen or seventeen more. Professor Charles Brill, stand- 
ing nearby, recalls thinking "They're shooting blanks, 
they're shooting blanks. . . . Then I heard a chipping sound 
and a ping and I thought, my God, fhis is for real." 

Terrified students flung themselves to the ground or ran 
for cover behind buildings or parked cars. A few just Iroze 
where they were standing. Amid the screams of fright one 
girl cried “My God, they're killing us!” The thirteen- 
second burst of bullets left four dead and ten wounded. 
Only two of the dead, Jeffrey Miller and Alison Krause, 
were demonstrators. William Schroeder, an ROTC en- 
rollee, and Sandy Scheur were passers-by who had 
paused to watch the rally on their way to a class. One of 
the wounded, Dean Kahler of Canton, Ohio, was shot in 
the spine and paralyzed below the waist. 

After ambulances had borne away the casualties, 
angry groups of students began massing to attack the 
guardsmen. A professor, Glenn Frank, pleaded with the 
troops to hold their fire and then urged the students to dis- 
perse: "I am begging you, if you don't disperse right now 
they're going to move in and it can only be a slaughter." 
The students acquiesced and pulled back. The con- 
frontation was over. 

There was considerable confusion over how and why 
| the shootings had occurred, and many recriminations and 
| accusations were investigated by the Ohio State Police, 
| the National Guard, and the FBI. But it would take years 
| to ascertain the details and determine the responsibility 

for the tragedy that sunny Monday afternoon at Kent State 
| University. 








| The commander in chief 








| To many Americans the victims at Kent State became 
martyrs, galvanizing opposition to the war among the for- 
merly undecided. On May 8 over 100,000 Americans, in- 
cluding ihousands of recent converts to the protest move- 
ment, invaded Washington, D.C. Explained Michigan law 





| Nearing Taylor Hall, a group of guardsmen spin around, aim 
their guns, and begin firing into the crowd of students. 
Guardsmen later defended their action as self-defense. 
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student Carter Kethley, "My conscience wouldn't let me sit 
back knowing someone else was protesting forme.... I 
had to come. What has happened last week was kind of 
the last straw.” The deaths at Kent State also engendered 
| an "its us or them” attitude, opening the way for more 
confrontation, more violence. At the University of Buffalo 
on May 7, police wounded four protesting students with 
buckshot. At Jackson State College in Mississippi, high- 
way patrolmen shot two black student protesters. Thirty 
ROTC buildings were burned or bombed. Twenty-six 
schools witnessed clashes between students and police. At 
twenty-one universities, in California, Ohio, Illinois, and 
elsewhere, a state of emergency was declared and the 
National Guard ordered in to quell disturbances. A Kent 
State student rationalized the protesters’ militant per- 
spectives: "If... the governor thinks I'm a Nazi, what does 
it matter how I act.” 
Dramatic and widespread as the antiwar violence and 
turmoil were, a sizable portion of Americans voiced both 
their support for the president's decision to invade Cam- 
bodia and their anger toward antiwar protesters. A News- 
week poll of the second week of May showed 50 percent 
approval of President Nixon's decision. Those polled also 
deplored the protesters’ tumultuous behavior. Fifty-eight 
percent blamed students for what happened at Kent State. 








This backlash against antiwar activism had been building 
since 1967 and in the spring of 1970 finally made itself felt. 
The “silent majority” was no longer silent. 

The Wisconsin legislature slashed half a billion dollars 
from the university budget because of upheaval on its 
Madison campus. California voters defeated a bond issue 
for the University of California medical schools. “I'm for 
education,” said one voter, “but I won't vote bonds for the 
university. Until they get the campuses free from the infil- 
tration by Red elements, you're wasting your money.” 

On May 20, 100,000 construction workers, stevedores, 
tradesmen, and office clerks marched through Manhattan 
to City Hall in a display of support for President Nixon. Al- 
though more than 4,000 police were on hand to prevent 
violence, the mood of the march was festive, much like a 
Fourth of July celebration. Hard-hats chanted “All the 
way U.S.A.” or “America, love it or leave it.” Banners pro- 
claimed “God Bless America” and tens of thousands of 
people waved American flags. Bands kept them in step as 
the marchers sang “Those Caissons Go Rolling Along.” 
Peter Brennan, head of the New York Building and Con- 
struction Trades Council, explained the marchers’ show of 
solidarity with President Nixon: “Not because he’s for la- 
bor, because he isn't, but because he's our president and 
we're hoping that he’s right.” 
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On the Kent State campus, a young woman looks up from the body of Jeffrey Glen Miller, a victim of a National Guardsman's 


bullet. 
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Even the Gls far away in Vietnam and Cambodia 
made their voices of support heard. Sergeant Paul Hodge, 
who hed fought in Cambodia with Company B, 2d Battal- 
ion, 8th Cavalry, 1st Air Cavalry Division, told a New York 
Times correspondent, "I feel it was definitely worthwhile to 
do it. It kind of made me happy to capture weapons and 
ammunition that could be used against us.” Sergeant 
Martin Cacioppo, who entered Cambodia on May 15 with 
Company D, 4th Battalion, 23d Mechanized Infantry, 25th 
Infantry Division, could not understand the demonstrations 
at home against the incursion: "We had been told by in- 
telligence that there were big enemy troop build-ups in 
Cambodia and that they could come across the border 
anytime. So we really felt good, if you can describe it 
that way, about going across the border. I couldn't under- 
stand the protests. There were a lot of people who felt that 
way.” 

Helicopter pilot Geoffrey Boehm spoke for many of his 
comrades when he commended the president's Cam- 
bodian decision in a letter to his hometown newspaper: “I 
have personally extracted or witnessed the destruction of 
thousands of weapons, medical supplies, and tons of rice, 
along with millions of ammunition rounds. . . . We have 
definitely placed them [the enemy] in a bind and for every 
weapon and bullet we destroyed, these can no longer be 
used to destroy our men." 








A president on trial | 





The issue of the rising violence and tension afflicting the 
country swiftly superceded the political and moral ques- 
tions of who or what was right or wrong. America was 
being rent once more by the war in Southeast Asia. And 
the turmoil seemed a more immediate danger than the 
sanctuaries. Old wounds the president had promised to 
heal were reopening. Both the “silent majority” and those 
demonstrating against the Cambodian incursion turned to 
him to restore the consensus that had united them behind 
the withdrawal. Nixon, who had seen the incursion as a 
demonstration of his leadership in world affairs, now 
found his capacity to lead at home on trial. 

Reconciliation was an aspect of leadership to which 
Nixon was neither inclined nor well suited. He had fore- 
seen the protest, but the range and depth of the fury jolted 
him. Some years later former Defense Secretary Laird dis- 
closed that "he was surprised, [but] I'm not sure he'd tell 
you that." Disregarding the warning of Secretary of the In- 
terior Walter Hickel that "history shows that youth in its 
protest must be heard," the president had harsh words for 
impassioned students. En route to a Pentagon briefing he 
referred to protesters as “bums... blowing up campuses." 
Such acrimony appeared to many Americans, even those 
who disapproved of demonstrators, as excessively pro- 
voking. The father of Alison Krause, a student killed at 
Kent State, assailed the president's inflammatory state- 


ments: "May her death be on Nixon's back, called a bum 


because she disagreed with someone else's opinion." Al- | 


though the president said later he "regretted" using the 
word “bums,” the harm was done. 
The president's continuing inability to address the con- 


cerns of protesters was evident during the May march on | 


Washington. Late on the evening of May 9, he “impul- 
sively” decided to take a ride out to the Lincoln Memorial 
and chat with a group of protesters, many of them college 
students, who had gathered there. In his memoirs Nixon 
described his conversation with several of the young activ- 
ists he met: "I said that since some of them had come to 
Washington for the first time I hoped that while they were 
young they would never miss an opportunity to travel... . I 
told [them] that when they went to California . . . there 
was the greatest surfing beach in the world.” He also 
talked about the importance of traveling in Europe and 
the Soviet Union. One student told a reporter afterward, 
"He really wasn't concerned with why we were here.” 
Other students complained that Nixon “rambled aimlessly 
from subject to subject.” 

The president's awkward attempt at communication did 
more harm than good. He himself noted, "The newspapers 
reported that I had been unable to communicate with the 
young people I met, and that I had shown my insensitivity 
to their concerns by talking about inconsequential subjects 
like sports and surfing.” For most Americans whether or 
not they supported the incursion, that the president could 
not effect a conciliation gradually eroded their confidence 
in him and, therefore, in the wisdom of his decision. 

The grandiose nature of the president's original dis- 
closure of the Cambodian incursion had inevitably ex- 
posed his credibility to risk. Nixon had also played up the 
imminence of a full-scale enemy offensive against South 
Vietnam from the sanctuaries, even after intelligence had 


indicated Communist troops were moving westward—not | 


eastward—two days before operations began in the Fish- 
hook. The enemy's preoperation retreat and the reports 
that the president had been forewarned of it increased 
public skepticism. In addition, Prime Minister Lon Nol's in- 
dignant complaints on May 1 that he had not been con- 
sulted about the incursion—contrary to what the president 
had intimated in his speech—caused many Americans to 
feel confused or, worse, deliberately deceived. According 
to a Harris poll, the net effect of his contradictory and in- 
flated claims was that “Richard Nixon had been unable to 
persuade Americans that his method for deciding was 
sound, or that his statements about the decision believ- 
able, or that his conduct of the war, wise.” 


Nixon's handling of the incursion and its aftermath was | 


also damaging America's credibility abroad. In contrast 
to his assertion that United States influence and prestige 
depended on swift action against the sanctuaries, the re 

sponse of America’s allies, in the words of Briti 
minister Harold Wilson, was one of "apprehension 
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anxiety.” In June a secret public opinion poll conducted in 
four European and four Asian countries by the U.S. Infor- 
| mation Service "showed a considerable decline in U.S. 
| prestige—apparently as a result of the May-June oper- 
ations in Cambodia-in almost all of the countries 
sampled." 

On June 30, the deadline he set for the withdrawal of all 
U.S. ground forces from Cambodia, President Nixon an- 
nounced the completion of the Fishhook and Parrot's Beak 
operations. The president also urged Americans to put be- 
hind them the divisiveness arising from the incursion and 
to join once more in seeking a resolution to U.S. in- 
volvement in Southeast Asia. "With American ground op- 
erations in Cambodia ended," he said, "we shall move 
forward with our plan to end the war in Vietnam and to 
secure the just peace on which all Americans are united." 

As for the broader strategic objectives he had attached 
to the mission in Cambodia, Nixon thought the incursion 
would have several effects. He said they "will save Ameri- 
cans and allied forces in the future; will assure that the 
withdrawal of American troops from South Vietnam can 
proceed on schedule; will enable our progress of Viet- 
namization to continue on its current timetable; and should 
enhance the prospects for a just peace." 


The widening battlefield 


Developments in Southeast Asia, however, seemed to belie 
the president. They indicated not just more fighting but a 
widened battlefield. In Cambodia the enemy was quickly 
| returning to reclaim and rebuild its border sanctuaries. 
| According to Lieutenant General William McCafirey, 
deputy commanding general-Vietnam, “although weak- 
ened by the allied operation in Cambodia, the North Viet- 
namese and Viet Cong are regrouping and resupplying 
themselves, man by man, piece by piece.” Through May 
and June the North Vietnamese also appeared bent on try- 
ing to seize all of eastern Cambodia, thus consolidating 
| their supply lines to South Vietnam. Although the North 
| Vietnamese were also steadily moving westward to en- 
l circle Phnom Penh and isolate the capital from the rest of 
the country, their purpose was not to control all of Cam- 
bodia but to cripple the ability of the Lon Nol government 
| to reestablish control over the eastern half of the country. 
To compensate for the damage to their Cambodian 
sanctuaries, in the late spring and summer of 1970 the 
North Vietnamese also energetically began to expand 
| their logistical and communications lines through Laos, 
| enabling them once more to rush men and materiel down 
the Ho Chi Minh Trail into South Vietnam. On April 30, as 
American forces were driving into Cambodia, the North 
| Vietnamese seized the strategic Laotian town of Attopeu 
on the Sekong River. On June 10 they overran the key pro- 
vincial capital of Saravane in southern Laos, midway be- 
tween the Cambodian and South Vietnamese border. The 











184 


Royal Laotian government appeared no more capable of 
resisting Communist aggression than that of Lon Nol in 
Cambodia. 

Moreover, from the sanctuary the United States forces 
were forbidden by Washington to invade, across the DMZ 
in North Vietnam, the Communists were massing to con- 
tinue the struggle in South Vietnam. Throughout May and 
June Communist forces launched attacks against South 
Vietnamese and American strong points in I Corps. On 
May 8, Communist units shelled sixty-four South Viemam- 
ese and American installations near the provincial capi- 
tals of Tam Ky and Hoi An. On June 3 a South Vietnamese 
battalion was ordered into Firebase Tun Tavern, thirty- 
four kilometers south of the DMZ, to relieve an ARVN gar- 
rison besieged by a large enemy force. And on July 23, 
U.S. paratroopers had to abandon Firebase Ripcord near 
the A Shau Valley after three weeks of relentless North 
Vietnamese attacks. At Ripcord, 61 Americans were killed 
and 354 wounded. 

The “prospects for a just peace” President Nixon cited 
on June 30 appeared dim. In its assessment of the peace 
negotiations following the U.S. invasion of Cambodia, the 
CIA observed that “the talks in Paris are dead for the time 
being. In the aftermath of the upset in Cambodia, Hanoi is 
in no mood to negotiate about anything. ... Hanoi now be- 
lieves that nothing is to be gained through negotiations 
until the U.S. is ready to offer major concessions to the 
Communists.” 

Although a successful tactical solution to the problem of 
the sanctuaries, the Cambodian invasion was therefore 
presenting the U.S. with a host of new and unforeseen di- 
lemmas. How much should the U.S. assist the Cambodian 
government to fend off the Communist attacks and retake 
lost territory? How deeply should the South Vietnamese, 
who had affirmed their intention of reentering Cambodia 
whenever they deemed necessary, commit themselves to 
the fighting between Lon Nol's troops and the Commu- 
nists? What about Laos, where U.S. and South Viemamese 
commanders were already proposing allied incursions to 
assist the Laotian government and to destroy the Com- 
munist supply lines? Would the wider war sparked by the 
Cambodian incursion overtax ARVN resources and 
lengthen the Vietnamization process? Above all, would the 
expanded conflict, as well as the intensified fighting in 
South Vietnam, produce in the long run more American 
casualties than the incursion might have prevented? A 
traumatized America, which had begun to think that its 
Vietnam War was almost over and the date of total with- 
drawal near, wondered anew if the troops would soon be 
coming home after all. The gloomy prospect for a still- 
divided nation was one of more frustrating years of trying 
to get out, more painful years of struggle. America was no 
longer embroiled in just a Vietnam War but one threat- 
ening to engulf all of Indochina. 


In June 1970, as the 
war begins to en- 
gulf all of In- 
dochina, an Ameri- 
can soldier awaits 
transport. 
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Noonan, Lance Corporal Thomas P., Jr., 13 

North Vietnam (Democratic Republic of Viet- 
nam), 34; new leadership, 37, 40; "talk-light" 
strategy, 59, 62; and Cambodia, 118, 127, 130, 
142, 144, 146; Nixon resumes bombing, !78; es- 
calates war, 184 

North Vietnamese Army (NVA), 10; antiaircraft 
guns, 11; summer lull, 35-6; and B-52 strikes, 
58-9; sapper units, 59, 62; siege of Ben Het, 64, 
65, 67; activity in Laos, 12, 13, 15-7, 177, 184; 
activity in Cambodia, 58, 128, 140, 144, 146, 149, 
177; escalates war, 184 (see also Casualties, 
Communist; Fishook Operation; Hamburger 
Hill; Operation Dewey Canyon; Parrot's Beak) 

North Vietnamese Army (NVA) units: 6th Regi- 
ment, 12; 9th Regiment, 12, 17; 65th Artillery 
Regiment, 12; 83d Engineer Regiment, 12; 29th 
Regiment, 17; 7th Front headquarters, 62; 7th 
Division, 162 

o 

I Corps, 10, 11, 53, 62, 86, 99, 184 

Operation Apache Snow, 17 

Operation Buddy, 64 

Operation Daniel Boone, 130, 142 

Operation Dawson River South, 8 

Operation Dewey Canyon, 10, 12, 13, 14-5, 16-7, 
18; Hill 1,175, 13 

Operation Freeze, 101 

Operation Junction City, 128 

Operation Menu, 140, 142, 147 

Operation Switchback, 64 

Operation Vesuvius, 140 

Orthman, Captain Bill, 142 

Osborne Milton, 123 

P 

Pacification, 30, 74-5, 76, 82, 83; and LORAPL, 
50, 52-4; and CORDS, 76-8; and Phoenix, 79- 
80; and refugee problem, 82-3, 84-5, 86-7 

Paris, Captain William, 101, 102, 167 

Parrots Beak, 73, 147, 149, 152, 166, 168, 170, 
172-3, 174, 176, 177, 178 

Peers, Lieutenant General William R., 110, 112 

Pentagon Papers, 33; and "Plumbers Unit," 33 

People's Sell-Delense Force, 77-8, 79, 81 

Phnom Penh, 118, 122, 127, 136, 143, 144; spring- 
time in, 148 

Phoenix, 78-80; Chieu Hoi program, 79 

Pike, Douglas, 40 

Pol Pot, 130 

Pracheachon (Khmers Rouges), 121, 130 

Prasaut, 144, 174 

Prey Veng, battle ol, 150 151 

Pritchard, Mark, 164 

Program for the Pacitication and Long-Term De- 
velopment oí South Vietnam (PROVN), 50 

Public opinion: polls show frustration, 23; and 
pacification, 52; after Cambodia incursions, 
178, 180, 182-3, 184 

Pursley, Colonel Robert, 33 


Q 

Quyen, Tran Huu (Binh Long Province), 81 

R 

Racial violence, 102-3 

Ramsey, Major General Lloyd, 100 

RD Cadre, 81, 86 

Reardon, Corporal Lester L., 11 

Reconnaissance: Davis's plan tor, 11-2, 15, 17; 
Operation Daniel Boone, 130, 142 

Retugees, 82-3, 84-5, 86-7; and CORDS, 74, 76; 
Vietnamese driven from Cambodia, 146, 174, 
175 

Relocation sweeps, 82, 83 

Republic of Vietnam (South Vietnam), 120; and 
U.S., 29, 30-2, 35-6; and LORAPL, 52-3; and 
pacification, 76-7; Phoenix Program, 79-80; re- 





form ot villages, 80-2; and refugees, 86-7 and 
Cambodia, 118, 121, 123, 127, 174, 177 (see also 
Thieu, Nguyen Van) 

Republic of Vietnam Armed Forces (RVNAF): 
problems ol, 28-9, 64, 70, 174, 177; Rangers at 
Bien Hoa, 30; and Thieu, 32, 87, 88, 90; and 
Abrams, 53-4; in Ben Het siege, 64, 65, 66, 67; 
modernization, 63-4, 68-9, 70-1; U.S. troops’ 
contempt lor, 70, 106; operations in Cambodia, 
123, 127, 173, 177; at Prey Veng, 150, 151, (see 


also Casualties: ARVN, Parrot's Beak; 
People's Self-Defense Force; Territorial 
Forces) 


Republic of Vietnam Armed Forces (RVNAF) 
units: 4th Battalion, 17; 2d Battalion, 3d In- 
fantry, 19; 24th Special Tactical Zone, 65; 5th 
Division, 70, 170; 22d Division, 70; 7th Division, 
72, 73; 9th Division, 15th Regiment, Ist Battal- 
ion, 73; 51st Infantry Battalion, 70; 10th Re- 
gional Forces, Sth Battalion, 78; Air Force, 88, 
127; lst Armored Cavalry Regiment, 162; 3d 
Airborne Brigade, 162; III Corps, 170; 25th In- 
lantry Division, 170; 2d Ranger Group, 170; 9th 
Infantry Division, 172; 10th Armored Cavalry 
Regiment, 174 

Reserve Officers’ Training Corps (ROTC), 96 

Rhodes, Governor James, 179 

Rice, Captain Al, 100 

Ridenhour, Ron, 112 

Roberts, Major General Elvy, 165 

Rockefeller, Nelson, 8, 35 

Rocket-propelled grenade launchers (RPGs), 17, 
19, 54 

"Rock Island East," 167 

Rogers, William, 10, 33, 149, 152 

Rosson, Lieutenant General William B., 10, 11, 
22 

S 

Saang, 135, 151 

Sampan, Khieu, 130 

Sanctuaries: in Laos, 15-7; VCI, 79; in Cam- 
bodia, 58, 118, 128, 140, 147-9; rebuilding, 184 
(see also Caches, enemy; Fishhook operation; 
Parrot's Beak) 

Sapper units, 59, 62, 63 

Schurtz, Lieutenant Eugene, 99-100 

Senate Armed Services Committee, 100, 101 

Senate Foreign Relations Committee, 147 

Sexton, Colonel Martin, J., 16 

Shaplen, Robert, 128 

Shoemaker, Brigadier General Robert, 164, 167 

"Short-timer's tever,” 94-6, 97-100, 104 

Sihanouk, Norodom, 118, 118, 119, 124, 125, 126; 
neutrality of, 121; lifestyle, 121, 124, 126; politi- 
cal activity of, 121-3; Bangkok Plot, 123; aligns 
with Communists, 127, 144; corruption in lam- 
ily, 130; revolt against, 130; overtunes to U.S., 
140; overthrown, 141, 142-4 

Sihanoukville, 121, 122, 127 

Smith, Captain Frank, 100 

Sneider, Richard L., 33 

Snuol, 162, 163, 164-5, 166 

Sonnenfeldt, Helmut, 33 

Soviet Union, 14, 24, 58, 121, 143 

Special Forces (Green Berets), 65, 110, 129, 130 

Staples, Specialist 4 Charles, 97 

Starry, Brigadier General Donn, 164 

Steinberg, Captain Barry, 101 

Stilwell, Lieutenant General Richard, 22, 53 

Strategy of warlare, 48, 50, 52, 53-4 

Student protests; in U.S., 36-7, 95-6, 178-82; 
South Vietnamese, 89; in Cambodia, 143 

Students lor a Democratic Society (SDS), 37; 
Weatherman faction, 37 

Studies and Observation Group (SOG), 16, 130 

Sullivan, William, 16, 33 

Surveillance, electronic, 56-8 

Swann, Captain Donald, 141 


T 

Tactics: search and destroy, 22-3, 54, 56-8, 154; 
disruption ol enemy, 22-3, 50, 54-9; of enemy 
sappers, 59, 62; search and clear, 97 

Tan Son Nhut, 37, 64, 77, 92, 96, 106, 114-5 

Taylor, Corporal James B., 1] 

Technological advances: computers, 56; in ra- 
dar, 56, 58, 59 

Television coverage, 100, 104 

Territorial Forces (Vietnamese), 74, 76, 77, 78; 
Popular Forces, 51, 53, 76-8, 81; Regional 
Forces, 53, 75-8, 168 

Tet offensive (1968), 28, 29, 30, 59, 88, 91; psycho- 
logical ettects ot, 48, 76, 89 

Tet otlensive (1969), 29, 30, 31 

Thailand, relations with Cambodia, 118, 123, 124 

Thieu, Nguyen Van, 88; "Four No's," 31-2; and 
Nixon, 32, 34-5, 63; and ARVN, 32, 87, 88, 90; 
and pacification, 76; reform in villages, 80-2; 
and refugee problems, 86-7; consolidates 
power, 87-8, 89, 90, 91; and Parrot's Beak, 177 

Tho, Le Duc, 29 

Thornton, Specialist Charles, 97 

III Corps, 3D, 54, 55, 62 

Time (magazine), 37, 54, 174 

Tri, Lieutenant General Do Cao, 170, 172, 173, 
174, 177 

XXIV Corps, 17 


U 

Ulatowski, Colonel Joseph, 97-8 

United States Aid tor International Development 
(AID), 116, 123 

United States Information Service, 116 

United States officers: shortage ot, 96-7; rela- 
tions with troops, 97-8, 112; rotation system, 
98-9; insubordination against, 99-100; violence 
against, 100-2, 106 

United States Strategic Air Command, 140 

United States troops: contempt for Vietnamese, 
70, 106; problems among troops, 94, 95, 96-112 

Utermahlen, Captain Brian, 99 


v 

Vann, John Paul, 91 

Vien, General Cao Van, 53 

Vietcong: 1969 Tet oflensive, 29, 30; sapper units, 
30, 59, 62; tactics, 54, 62; activity in Cambodia, 
123, 127, 128, 140, 142, 144, 146, 184; prisoners 
in Parrot's Beak, 176 

Vietcong infrastructure (VCI), 79-80 

Vietnamese people: worsening relations with, 
106, 107; anti-Americanism, 106, 107; violence 
against, 106-8, 110-2; in Cambodia, 144, 145, 
174 

Vietnamization, 26, 35, 36, 63-4, 68-9, 70, 152; 
weaknesses, 64, 65, 67; and Thieu, 90; test ol, 
178 

Vietnam Moratorium Committee, 36; M-Day, 37; 
Washington march, 37 (see also Moratoriums) 

Villages: security in, 53, 54, 56, 74, 75, 76-8; pa- 
cification program, 76, 82-3; relorm program, 
80-2; refugees lrom, 83-7; politics in, 87-8, 90 

Vogt, Lieutenant General John, 58 


WwW 

Waite, Major Richard, 99-100 

Ware, Major General Keith L., 57 

War ot attribition, 22, 28-9, 50 

Westmoreland, General William C., 10, 11, 112; 
and war of attrition, 22, 50, 54; on Laird, 34; on 
B-52s, 58; on Cambodia, 127, 128, 130, 147 

Wheeler, General Earle, 140, 149 

Wheeler, Major Geneal Edwin B., 54 

Wilson, Harold, 183-4 

Wineott, Captain David F., 8, 10, 12, 15-6 

Withdrawal: negotiating, 31, 32, 34-6; waiting 
lor, 92, 93-6, 112 

Wright, Marshall, 128 











Z 
Zais, Major General Melvin, 19, 22 
Zinberg, Dr. Norman, 104 


U.S. Military Units 


see note below 


Air Force 


7th Air Force, 58 


Army 
Ist Cavalry Division (Airmobile), 10, 63, 97, 100, 
104, 160-1, 162, 164, 165-7, 168, 169 
2d Brigade, 165 
3d Brigade, 94 
7th Cavalry 
2d Battalion 
Company C, 100 
5th Battalion, 159 
8th Cavalry 
lst Battalion 
Company A, 99 
2d Battalion 
Company B, 183 
12th Cavalry 
2d Battalion 
Campany D, 93, 94 
Ist Infantry Division, 57 
1st Logistical Command, 64 
4th Infantry Division, 54, 65, 168 
9th Infantry Division, 165, 168 
60th Infantry 
3d Battalian, 92 
llth Armored Cavalry Regiment, 101, 162, 163, 
164, 166, 170 
lst Squadron, 171 
23d Artillery Group, 104 
23d Infantry Division (Americal), 110, 112 
11th Infantry Brigade (Light), 97, 108 
Task Force Barker 
Company B, 108 
Company C, 108 
196th Infantry Brigade (Light) 
3d Battalion 
Company A, 99-100 
198th Infantry Brigade (Light) 
52d Regiment 
lst Battalion 
Company D, 95, 111 
25th Infantry Division, 30, 54, 55, 168 
23d Mechanized Infantry 
4th Battalion 
Company D, 183 
27th Infantry 
2d Battalion 
Company B 
1st Platoon, 100 
50th Mechanized Inlantry 
Ist Battalion, 54 
79th Engineer Group 
20th Engineer Brigade 
588th Battalion 
Company B, 168 
101st Airborne Division (Airmobile), 10, 17, 98, 
101, 104 
3d Brigade, 17 
187th Infantry, 17, 22 
Companies A, B, C, D, 17,19 
501st Infantry, 17, 19 
2d Battalion 
Company C, 100 
506th Infantry 
lst Battalion, 17, 19, 22 
2d Battalion, 57 
108th Artillery Group 
33d Artillery 
6th Battalion, 156, 158 








173d Airborne Brigade, 102 
196th Infantry Brigade 

31st Infantry 

4th Battalion 
Task Force Oregon, 82 

198th Infantry Brigade, 47 
525th Military Inteligence Group (Command 

Support), 111 
588th Engineer Battalion, 171 


Marines 
111 Marine Amphibious Force (Ill MAF), 15, 16 
Ist Marine Division, 10, 54, 103 
1st Marines 
2d Battalion 
Company E, 54 
5th Marines, 9 
7th Marines, 49, 50 
lst Battalion 
Company B, 107 
3d Marine Division, 10, 11, 12, 16 
9th Marines, 12, 16 
lst Battalion, 13, 14, 16 
Company A, 14 
Company C, 14 
2d Battalion, 8, 12, 14, 16 
Company G, 13, 14 
lst Platoon, 13 
2d Platoon, 13, 15 
3d Platoon, 13 
Company H, 8, 10, 12, 15, 16 
Company L, 14 
3d Battalion, 12, 14, 16 
3d Reconnaissance Battalion, 11 





Note: Military units are listed according to the 
general organizational structure ol the U.S. 
Armed Forces. The following chart summarizes 
that structure lor the U.S. Army. The principal 
diflerence between the army and the Marine 
Corps structures in Vietnam lay at the regimen- 
tal level. The army eliminated the regimental 
command structure alter World War II (although 
battalions retained a regimental designation tor 
purposes ol historical continuity, e.g., 1st Battal- 
ion, 7th Cavalry [Regiment]). Marine Corps bat- | 
talions were organized into regiments instead ol 
brigades except under a few unusual circum- 
stances. The marines, however, do not use the 
word “regiment” to designate their units; e.g., 
lst Marines refers to the Ist Marine Regiment. 


U.S. Ármy structure 
(to company level) 


Commanding 

Unit Size officer 
Division 12,000-18,000 Major 

troops or General 

3 brigades 
Brigade 3,000 troops or Colonel 

2-4 battalions 
Battalion* 600-1,000 troops Lieutenan! 

or 3-5 companies Colonel 
Company 150 troops** Captain 


or 3-4 platoons 


* Squadron equivalent to battalion. 
** Size varies based on type of unit 














Names, Acronyms, Terms 


ARVN-Army ol the Republic ol Vietnam (South 
Vietnam). 


Base Area—MACV designation lor area used by 
the Communists as a base camp. Usually con- 
tained lortilications, supply depots, hospitals, 
and training tacilities. 


CAG-Combined Action Groups. Pacification 
teams organized by U.S. Marines. Consisted of 
a South Vietnamese Popular Forces battalion 
and a U.S. Marine Company. 


CAP-Combined Action Platoons. Pacification 
teams organized by U.S. Marines. Consisted ol 
a South Vietnamese Popular Forces platoon 
and a U.S. Marine rifle squad and a medical 
corpsman. 


| Chieu Hoi—the “open arms” program promising 


clemency and financial aid to guerrillas who 
stopped lighting and returned to live under 
South Vietnamese government authority. 


ClA—Central Intelligence Agency. 


CINCPAC-Commander in Chiet, Pacitic Com- 
mand. Commander ol American forces in the 
Pacific region, which includes Southeast Asia. 


CIDG-Civilian Irregular Defense Group. Proj- 
ect devised by the CIA that combined selí- 
defense with economic and social programs 
designed to raise the standard ol living and 
win the loyalty of the mountain people. Chiel 
work of the U.S. Special Forces. 


COMUSMACV-Commander, U.S. Military As- 
sistance Command, Vietnam. (In 1968-72, 
General Creighton Abrams.) 


CORDS-The Civil Operations and Revolution- 
ary Development Support was established un- 
der MACV in 1967. CORDS organized all U 5. 
civilian agencies in Vietnam within the military 
chain ot command. 


COSVN-Central Office for South Vietnam. 
Communist party headquarters in South Viet- 
nam, 


DEROS Date eligible for return from overseas. 
The date a soldier's tour in Vietnam was to 
end. 


DMZ-demilitarized zone. Established by the 
Geneva accords of 1954, provisionally dividing 
North Vietnam from South Vietnam along the 
seventeenth parallel. 


DOD- Department ot Defense. 


DRV Democratic Republic of Vietnam. The gov- 
ernment of Ho Chi Minh, established on Sep- 
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tember 2, 1945. Provisionally contined to North 
Vietnam by the Geneva accords of 1954. 


lirebase—artillery firing position, often secured 
by infantry. 


fire support base-semifixed artillery base es- 
tablished to increase indirect tire coverage ol 
an area and provide security lor the firing unit. 


fragging—killing or attempting to kill a fellow 
soldier or officer, usually with a [ragmentation 
grenade. 


IV Corps- fourth allied military tactical zone en- 
compassing Mekong Delta region. 


FUNK-National United Front of Kampuchea. 
Government established by Sihanouk alter he 
had been ousted from power and exiled from 
Cambodia. 


GVN_US. abbreviation for the government ol 
South Vietnam. Also referred to as the Repub- 
lic of Vietnam. 


JCS-Joint Chiefs ot Stall. Consisted of chairman, 
U.S. Army chiet of staff, chiet of naval oper- 
ations, U.S. Air Force chiet ol staff, and marine 
commandant (member ex officio). Advises the 
president, the National Security Council, and 
the secretary of defense. 


Kalishnikov—AK47 rifle, made originally by the 
Kalishnikov company in Russia 


Khmers Rouges—members of the Pracheachon, 
the Cambodian leftist party. Named “Khmers 
Rouges” by Sihanouk to distinguish them from 
the right wing "blues." 


KIA-killed in action. 


LORAPL-Long Range Planning Task Group. 
Created in July 1968 by General Abrams to re- 
view U.S. strategy in Vietnam over the pre- 
vious four years and recommend changes. 
Headed by Lieutenant Colonel Dr. Donald S. 
Marshall. 


LZ—landing zone. 


MACV-Military Assistance Command, Viet- 
nam. U.S. command over all U.S. military ac- 
tivities in Vietnam, originated in 1962. 


MAT-Mobile Advisory Team. Usually a six- 
member team consisting of two U.S. Army ofli- 
cers, three enlisted men, and an interpreter re- 


sponsible for training territorial forces (RFs 
and PFs). 


M-Day-Moratorium day. 


Menu-code name lor B-52s bombing operation 
against Communist base areas in Cambodia. 


New Mobe-The New Mobilization Committee 
To End the War. 


NLF-National Liberation Front. Olficially the 
National Front ior the Liberation of the South. 
Formed on December 20, 1960, it aimed to 
overthrow South Vietnam's government and 
reunite the North and the South. The NLF in- 
cluded Communists and non-Communists. 


NSC- National Security Council. 











OCS —Otlicers' Candidate School. 


I Corps- Eye" Corps. First allied tactical zone 
encompassing the live northernmost provinces 
of South Vietnam. 


pacification—unolticial term given to various 
programs ol the South Vietnamese and U.S. 
governments to provide security, destroy 
enemy inlluence in the villages, and gain sup- 
port of civilians for the GVN. 


PF—Popular Forces. South Vietnamese village 
detense units. 


Phoenix—(Phung Hoang). A South Vietnamese 
intelligence-gathering program advised by 
CORDS, Phoenix was designed to neutralize 
the Vietcong infrastructure through identi- 
lication and arrest of key party cadres. 

PRG-People's Revolutionary Government. 

Established in 1969 by the NLF. 


PROVN- Program for the Pacification and Long 
Term Development ol South Vietnam. 


PSDF-People's Sell-Delense Force. 


REMF-Rear Area Mother Fucker. Nickname 
given to men serving in the rear by {front-line 
soldiers. 


RF—Regional Forces. South Vietnamese provin- 
cial delense units. 


ROTC-Reserve Officers’ Training Corps. 
RVNAF--Republic of Vietnam Armed Forces. 


Sangkum Reastr Niyum—People’s Socialist 
Community. Cambodian party formed in 1955 
by Sihanouk, which espoused an ideology of 
Buddhist Socialism. 


sapper—originally, in European wars, a soldier 
who built and repaired fortifications. VC sap- 
pers were commando raiders adept at pene- 
trating allied defenses. 


SDS-Studenis for a Democratic Society. 


Tet-Lunar New Year, the most important Viet- 
namese holiday. 


UI Corps-third allied military tactical zone en- 
compassing area [rom northern Mekong Delta 
to southern central highlands. 


II Corps—second allied military tactical zone en- 
compassing the central highlands and adjoin- 
ing coastal lowlands. 


USIS—United States Information Service. 

VCI-Vietcong inlrastructure. NLF local appa- 
ratus, responsible lor overall direction of the 
insurgency including all political and military 
operations. 

Vietcong-originally a derogatory reference to 
the NLF, a contraction of Vietnam Cong San 
(Vietnamese Communist). 


VMC- Vietnam Moratorium Committee. 


VNAF- Vietnamese Air Force (South). 
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